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Abstract 
Race and Performative Historiography in the American Theatre, 1991-2014 
Rosa Elizabeth Schneider 
 
 
 The history play is among the United States' oldest theatrical forms, and since its 
inception the genre has been used to represent and interrogate questions of identity and 
citizenship. Over the last quarter of the twentieth century until the present day, there has been a 
dramatic increase in the number of history plays that focus on questions of race and 
representation. “Race and Performative Historiography in American Theatre, 1991-2014” 
provides an explanation for this surge, revealing that theatre-makers (playwrights, directors, 
actors, and designers) drew on a long tradition of metatheatrical techniques on the American 
stage to make race central to their representation and creation of history.  This dissertation 
scrutinizes some of these techniques, which I have termed Performative Historiography, as these 
techniques rewrite the way the audience understands our national and racial past.   Combining 
extensive performance analysis, archival work, race theory, and American theatre history, "Race 
and Performative Historiography" expands the discipline's understanding of the role of the 
theater in representing America’s racial past, present, and future.   
 Each chapter of “Race and Performative Historiography” describes one of these 
techniques: sedimented time, historical synecdoche, and revision and repetition. These 
techniques provide theater-makers new ways of making vivid the past, exposing embedded 
power structures and forms of prejudice, as well thinking through and against national myths and 
structures of thought. Not only do these chapters describe these techniques, but they trace how 
these playwrights and directors give new life to older American theatrical forms: elements from 
 
minstrelsy (such as black, white, and red face), melodrama, and Living Newspapers of the 
Federal Theatre Project. Tracing the afterlives of these forms, I reveal how the juxtaposition of 
these older traditions with contemporary models of representation creates new theatre forms, and 
shows that even the most daring of the new American playwrights draw on a long and storied 
tradition. The history play has always been a genre that American playwrights have turned to 
define who we are, and where we have been, as a nation. "Race and Performative 
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Introduction: The Performance of Race and the Genealogy of 
Performative Historiography  
 
1.1: "We’re Not Learning History…. We’re Living It!": Underground Railroad Game and 
defining the History Play  
 
 Underground Railroad Game begins with a scene familiar to anyone who attended public 
school in the United States. Two teachers, elevated on an auditorium stage, glare out at the 
audience, waiting for quiet. But there is a distinction between this assembly and the ones I 
agonized through in my youth.  The two teachers, a white man named Stuart and a black woman 
named Caroline, wear Union and Confederate caps and pose in front of the United States flag 
(Caroline) and the flag of the Confederacy (Stuart). Caroline and Stuart then recruit the 
audience—interpellated as Hanover Middle School students—into the Underground Railroad 
Game. This educational exercise shapes the play as well as Hanover’s unit on the Civil War.1 
From its opening scene, Underground Railroad Game foregrounds its approach to historical 
representation. As Caroline and Stuart introduce the main theme of the unit, they model the 
proper approach to this topic. Departing from the frenetic school spirit-influenced opening 
moments, Caroline solemnly informs her students that "Slavery is a very sensitive and painful 
issue, and it's one that brings up a lot of very complicated emotions (Teacher should model 
empathy around implicit issues of racial inequity, for instance carefully timed placement of a 
comforting hand on a shoulder, etc.). It is certainly a dark stain on this nation's history."2 This 
performance of empathy and seriousness is almost immediately undercut, however, once 
                                                 
1 This game is based on an educational exercise that was taught to Scott Sheppard, one of Underground Railroad 
Game's devisers, in middle school.  
 
2 Jennifer Kidwell, and Scott R. Sheppard, Underground Railroad Game (Hanover, N.H: Smith and Kraus, 2018), 
11. Stage directions are in Italics.  
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Caroline and Stuart announce the rules of the game. The contest centers slavery as the primary 
cause of the conflict and teaches students about the Underground Railroad, which they call 
"slavery's silver lining."3   
 Taking advantage of the competitive spirit of the age group, teachers Stuart and Caroline 
divide the assembly into Union and Confederate recruits. The students' allegiances are 
determined by a blue or grey toy soldier stashed under the seats, and the slaves are represented 
by rag dolls painted black.  Stuart and Caroline explain the game:  Union and Confederate teams 
can earn points by participating in offstage school activities.4 Students have the opportunity to 
gain the greatest number of points by participating in the Underground Railroad and "living" 
history.5  Stuart explains the scoring system: 
 Alright Union Soldiers, listen up: each one of these slaves is an opportunity  
 for you to score points for your team. If you're able to successfully move one of these 
 slaves from one safe house in a classroom to another you will earn 20 points for your 
 Team. Go blue! If you can successfully move one of these slaves to all of the classrooms 
 in the 5th grade web, you will earn a bonus 100 points for your team and these slaves get 
 to Canada!!!6  
The game is thus irrevocably distanced from the history it is supposed to teach. The teachers 
recast slaves as opportunities to win points, while freedom (from slavery, violence, and 
dehumanization) becomes "bonus points."  
                                                 
3 Ibid., 11.  
 
4 These activities include educational competitions like the spelling bee or math drill, as well as more public events, 
like the Gettysburg Address recital or a basketball game (Ibid., 11).  
 
5 Ibid., 11.  
 
6 Ibid., 12. 
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 Compounding this alienation is Teacher Stuart's treatment of the material. He fiddles with 
the doll (remember, the slave), throughout this speech. He makes it walk from safe house to safe 
house, smacking it into his hands, and then finally shooting it like a basketball into the final safe-
house, a cardboard box with a crooked sign.7  "Living in the past" thus allows the students to be 
alienated and protected from its dangers. Stuart's disregard for the doll echoes in his treatment of 
Caroline, whom he sees as an object of overdetermined sexual desire. Indeed, Stuart and 
Caroline remove the violence from their history lesson and displace it into their growing 
relationship. This transformation is clear when their lessons dissolve into seduction scenes. 
When they are alone for the first time, Stuart and Caroline recite sexual and racial stereotypes to 
each other. The two trade verbal blows, culminating in Caroline's accusation that  
  You know, most of the time with white guys  
  I can feel their little sphincters clench up 
  with this fear that if they're not careful,    
  they're going to slide right back into history 
  and start orderin’ me around, you know, tryin' 
  to make me 'clean they house'.8 
In Caroline’s sexual experience, the past doesn’t stay past. Rather, when she is with a white man, 
there is a fear that past is a quicksand pit, poised to drag her lovers back into racially 
unacceptable behaviors. However, for her students, American history is not only accessible, but 
it is a laboratory for learning, although it is a curated one (as the treatment of the Underground 
Railroad shows us). Thus, as we can see from the different ways that Underground Railroad 
                                                 
7 Ibid., 12.  
 
8 Ibid., 26.  
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approaches the construction of the past (as either a place of danger or a place of learning), the 
play questions the performance both of history and of race. Furthermore, for Underground 
Railroad Game, the past is a place and occasion for analysis, not merely a setting.  
 As Stuart and Caroline travel more frequently into the past, their personal interactions 
become increasingly violent: they tear down and throw parts of the set at each other. This 
violence culminates in the penultimate scene, where Caroline beats a naked Stuart on what looks 
like an auction block.  But before this occurs and they leave the past behind, the two take a 
moment to discuss what they see themselves doing. Removed from the larger action, the two 
share a quiet moment in a tent, their forms enlarged in a projected shadow. They ask themselves 
whether they are “moving history forward” and “making progress” or, on the contrary, “reveling 
in the past."9   While neither of them has an answer, it is clear that they are actively engaging in 
the process, questioning their roles rather than blithely presenting the past.10   
 However, this representational complexity has not always been appreciated, and 
Underground Railroad Game sparked controversy in New York and in its college tours, both at 
Williams College and the University of Michigan. Students protested URG’s violence and 
representation of African-American women. Despite this controversy, Underground Railroad 
Game has found popularity and fame—gaining several nominations for the 2016 Lucille Lortel 
Awards, winning the 2017 OBIE for Best New American Theatre Work, and being named one of 
the 25 best American plays since Angels in America by The New York Times.  
 Underground Railroad Game is part of a larger and longer conversation about the 
performance and interrogation of race and history on American stages.  In the last several years, 
                                                 
9 Ibid., 40.  
 
10 Ibid., 40. 
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history plays have had a resurgence on American (and especially New York) stages. Indeed, the 
production of plays that interrogate historical narratives has accelerated. For example, in 
chronological order, a selected list  of history plays produced in the recent past would include 
Neighbors (2010, Public Theater),  We Are Proud to Present a Presentation (2012, Soho Rep),  
Party People (2012, Oregon Shakespeare Festival), The Liquid Plain  (2014, OSF), An Octoroon 
(2014, Soho Rep), Allegiance (2012, Old Globe Theater,  2015, Longacre Theater), Hamilton 
(2015, Public Theater), Futurity (2015, Soho Rep), Indecent (2015, Yale Repertory Theatre and 
Oregon Shakespeare Festival), Vietgone (2016, Manhattan Theatre Club), War (2016, Lincoln 
Center Theater), Shuffle Along, or, the Making of the Musical Sensation of 1921 and All That 
Followed (2016, Music Box Theatre), Underground Railroad Game (2016, Ars Nova),  Sweat 
(2016, Public Theater), Slave Play (2018, New York Theatre Workshop), and Marys Seacole 
(2019, Lincoln Center Theater 3).  This interest in interrogating and staging U.S history is also 
materializing at the organizational level. In 2008, the Oregon Shakespeare Festival launched 
American Revolutions, the United States History Cycle. OSF commissioned and developed 37 
new plays sprung from our nation’s history. Of the 37 commissioned, 7 have been performed 
(including some of the plays listed above).11 As is evident, these conversations are happening at 
all levels of the theatrical establishment, both Off and On Broadway. Theatre-makers are 
thinking through novel ways of using the medium to interrogate the role of race in American 
history. This is an incredible moment in U.S theatre. In the space of nine years, 16 plays that 
interrogate race and theatre have opened and run. While they use different techniques and cover 
different topics, all of these plays center on American history and provide a means to reflect on 
                                                 
11 This is, of course, not to mention the plays that have premiered in the last few years that investigate race or the 
history of race, such as Notes from the Field: Doing Time in Education (2016, Second Stage), or This House Will 
Not Stand (2018, NYTW).  
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who Americans are and where they want to go as a nation. Because these plays are embodied 
investigations, audiences can see questions of race, history, power, and prejudice play out in 
front of their eyes. In this particular historical moment, the stakes have never been higher.  
 I argue that the techniques that made Underground Railroad Game successful in its 
investigation and performance of race and history draw on a long tradition of metatheatrical 
techniques on the American stage. This dissertation describes some of these techniques and 
focuses on a handful of the most important history plays of the last quarter-century. These plays 
employ race to create a history of America. The focus is fundamental, as race is the lens through 
which culture and critique is most often performed in United States.12  
 The following chapters each describe and elaborate one of the techniques used by 
playwrights in contemporary history plays to make race central to and an object of critical 
analysis. I have termed these techniques “performative historiography.” I use both performance 
and textual analysis to examine the role of race in history plays on the American stage. After 
defining performative historiography, as well as some of the techniques that comprise it, I will 
demonstrate how the long tradition of American theatre often elides or decenters race from 
historical performance, even as it sometimes anticipates the techniques of the performative 
historiography that most interests me in the current moment. 
 
1.2: Making History: The Techniques of Performative Historiography  
 
 Each word in "performative historiography" is important. I use the term performative 
because the techniques that make race central in these plays are seen to their best effect in 
                                                 
12 Tavia Amolo Ochieng’ Nyongó, The Amalgamation Waltz: Race, Performance, and the Ruse of Memory 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 3.  
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performance and depend upon theatricalization. This definition resembles J.L Austin’s 
description of the performative. In How to Do Things with Words, Austin argues that the term 
perform "indicates that the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action."13 Thus these 
methods actually create history, in a visible, aural, and physical way. For example, when the two 
enslaved women in An Octoroon speak in modern-day slang about the horrors of slavery, 
Branden Jacobs-Jenkins draws attention to the audience's assumptions about how history is 
performed, as something marked by "pastness." 
 This is not to discount the historiography produced by reading these plays. Indeed, 
Suzan-Lori Parks’s earlier work, including Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire 
World, Venus and The America Play, make historical arguments that are only accessible through 
the reading and not the performance of the text: for example, features such as the 
overwhelmingly informative but occasionally inaccurate footnotes in Venus and The America 
Play, or the non-referential footnotes in Death of the Last Black Man.14  However, the 
embodiment and modeling of the techniques of performative historiography produce a specific 
reaction for both the playwright and the audience, as they watch history being created in front of 
their eyes. Indeed, part of the impact of these historiographic techniques is that they require the 
audience to participate in the work. In many of the plays considered in this dissertation, the 
audience reaction is factored into the play itself. For example, in We Are Proud to Present a 
Presentation and Zoot Suit, the audience is not only directly addressed, but it is interrogated after 
                                                 
13 J.L Austin, How To Do Things With Words, eds.  J.O Urmson and Marina Sbisá (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1975), 6-7.  
 
 14  Kurt Bullock, “Famous/Last Words: The Disruptive Rhetoric of Historico-Narrative ‘Finality’ in Suzan-Lori 
Parks’s The American Play,” American Drama 10, no. 2 (July 1, 2001): 81. These footnotes not only add a sense of 
historical legitimacy to the text (in reading the footnotes, it feels like you are reading a work of history), but they 
also draw attention to how easily Parks can manipulate our expectations and sense of historical accuracy. 
 8 
the climax. In An Octoroon the audience is made complicit in the sensation scene, as they 
become members of a lynch mob.  
 An extreme example of this interpellation comes from Underground Railroad Game. I 
experienced the play in a different way when I was chosen to be a Union soldier (waving my 
blue figurine when Teacher Caroline called on us) than when I was conscripted into the 
Confederate Army. The second time I attended, when I was designated a rebel soldier, I barely 
raised my grey figurine and winced when Teacher Caroline congratulated the Rebel Army for 
accruing 523 points—partly from the recapture of slaves. The whole lesson felt like it had 
shifted, and I hoped that my team hadn’t won and that we would reaffirm, rather than rewrite, 
history. This draws attention to factors of perception and ideology governing the creation of the 
historical narrative, and shows that the performance of history, like theatre itself, will never have 
the same impact on the entire audience.15 
 There is a long history of the history play on the American stage, but there are several 
variations within this larger genre. First, there is a difference between what I call "historical" 
plays, which use history as a setting and subject, and "history" plays that are self-conscious about 
how history is constructed and see history as their object. 16 Within this latter category of the 
history play, there are plays that are self-conscious about history but don't center on race.  Then 
there are those plays that use the techniques of performative historiography to examine both 
history and race. It is this last category that most interests me.  
 As we will see, the techniques that create performative historiography aren’t necessarily 
                                                 
15 Significantly, the script removes the uncertainty of the outcome in Underground Railroad Game. The text 
enshrines the Union's victory, and the ending is the same each performance. This decision removes the danger that 
history could be rewritten into a racist fantasy of the South winning, thus undercutting the lesson. 
 
16 The difference, for example, between Bloody, Bloody, Andrew Jackson and Hamilton.  
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new, nor are they the only ones that can create history on stage. They are, rather, the ones that 
most vividly and innovatively illustrate the creation of history through the performance of race. 
Indeed, they are versions of methods that have shaped American history plays since their 
beginnings. These techniques, for example, include sedimented time, which is the juxtaposition 
of elements from different time periods. Sedimented time is at work in Underground Railroad 
Game when Stuart teaches his students to travel through time. He brings them onto a cotton 
plantation, where they can walk around and experience the past on many levels: “and as you 
approach that old familiar smell hits you: hay. It is also the smell of the past.”17 During their trip 
into the past, Stuart invites the Hanover students to speak with a house slave, Annabelle. Even as 
Stuart insists on the reality of this interaction, he breaks the frame of the past to gesture toward 
the present, defining vocabulary words for his students. Stuart asks Annabelle what a plantation 
is, employing the “V for vocabulary” sign when using vocabulary words that are listed as part of 
the lesson in the script. 18 
 These plays use sedimented time in a variety of ways. It could be an outside interruption 
like an anachronistic song, as it is in Slave Play, where Kaneisha, a slave woman, twerks to 
Rihanna and Drake’s song “Work."19  Sedimented time also emerges from within the world of 
the play, such as the use of an accent, in Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We are Proud to Present a 
Presentation. The actors who play German colonial soldiers begin speaking in an American 
                                                 
17 Kidwell and Sheppard, Underground Railroad Game, 31.  
 
18Ibid., 33. Indeed, Kidwell and Sheppard reproduce whole lesson plans in their script: complete with learning 
objectives, materials, vocabulary words, and even a procedure that describes the scene step-by-step (Ibid., 8, 30, 44, 
60).  
 
19 Jeremy O Harris, Slave Play (New York: New York Theatre Workshop, 2018), 14. 
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Southern vocabulary and twang, rather than a neutral American accent.20 These mixtures of the 
present and the past create an unstable no-when time that is neither past nor present. This no-
when time draws attention to the constructed performance of the past and alienates the audience 
from the performance. It does not allow the audience to accept the past as past.  
 The second technique, historical synecdoche, also prevents a straightforward viewing 
experience. This technique evolved from the denotive nature of props, which are able to indicate 
time and place, but historical synecdoche goes one step further. The technique employs props to 
physicalize an historical argument on stage. In Zoot Suit, Luis Valdez uses newsprint to make the 
argument that the Hearst press used its persuasive power, along with the power of the LAPD, to 
scapegoat and incarcerate Chicano youth. Valdez physicalizes this argument by trapping the 
boys of the 38th Street Gang in a jail cell made out of bundles of Hearst newspapers. Thus the 
power and reach of the Hearst press, which goads the LAPD into unfairly targeting a group of 
young men—an abstract idea—is given physical representation. 
 The final technique is a version of Suzan-Lori Parks’s Rep & Rev, or repetition and 
revision. A line, an image, a phrase, or even a scene repeats many times but changes with each 
iteration, resulting in a new experience for the audience. Forward motion, the material of 
dramatic arcs, happens when the accumulated weight of the repetition becomes too heavy and 
collapses inward. In her history plays, Parks uses a version of Rep & Rev to center her characters 
who are stuck in these loops. This version of repetition and revision shows itself to its greatest 
effect in The America Play and in Topdog/Underdog, when the two sets of Lincoln 
impersonators repeat the scene of the president's assassination, but each repetition focuses more 
                                                 
20 The use of these techniques is not limited to the plays in this dissertation; they appear elsewhere. As when 
Apollodorus in George Bernard Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra asserts that his motto is “Art for Art’s Sake,” or when 
the historical frame of Howard Brenton's The Romans in Britain. is broken by helicopters crashing down in the 
middle of a battle between the Romans and the Celts.  
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attention on the bodies and lives of the actors rather than the assassination. Like sedimented 
time, repetition and revision is a fundamental component of modern history plays, and appears in 
various forms in Slave Play and An Octoroon, where the repetition and revision of an older 
theatrical form serves as a major component of Jacobs-Jenkins’ historical argument.  
 The plays and musicals that most embody the contemporary techniques of performative 
historiography debuted at major regional theaters, such as the Mark Taper Forum in Los 
Angeles, the Yale Repertory Theatre, or in New York at Off-Broadway venues like the Public 
Theater or Soho Repertory Theatre. These plays fall in a middle ground between realism and 
commitment to the avant-garde. Those I will discuss in this dissertation include, in chronological 
order: Luis Valdez's Zoot Suit (1978), Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play (1994) and 
Topdog/Underdog (1999), Tony Kushner's Caroline, or Change (2004), Jackie Sibblies Drury's 
We Are Proud to Present a Presentation About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as 
Southwest Africa, From the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884–1915 (2012), and 
finally Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ An Octoroon (2014).21  These plays display a mix of playwriting 
styles—from  Zoot Suit’s nods to Living Newspapers and Mexican performance forms, to the 
Lesser Known’s re-enactments of Lincoln's Assassination in The America Play, and to Branden 
Jacobs-Jenkins’s direct repurposing of the text of Dion Boucicault's The Octoroon. Despite their 
differences, they all create history through performative historiography.  
 It is not coincidental that the regional and non-profit theaters developed a number of 
these experimental history plays, because these theaters expanded during a time when new forms 
                                                 
21 During the period delineated above, there have been several other playwrights, among them David Henry Hwang 
(especially in The Dance and the Railroad, Golden Child, Yellowface), Lynn Nottage (Ruined and Sweat), Sarah 
Ruhl (In The Next Room), Paula Vogel (The Baltimore Waltz, Indecent), Naomi Wallace (The Liquid Plain), and 
August Wilson (The Pittsburgh Cycle), whose plays are also interested in the production of history, and especially 
American history. However, these playwrights foreground either race or historical production, but not both at once. 
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of public performance began to grow in popularity.22 Indeed, non-profit theaters saw a startling 
increase in the 1960s, as almost 70 new companies, many of which were politically motivated, 
were founded.23 Joseph Papp established the Public as the New York Shakespeare Workshop in 
1954, Robert Brustein founded Yale Repertory Theatre in 1966, Gordon Davidson opened the 
Mark Taper Forum in 1967, and  Jerry Engelbach and Marlene Swartz organized Soho Rep in 
1974.24 Moreover, the mission of these new theatres centered on the work of underrepresented 
groups. Gordon Davidson commissioned El Teatro Campesino's Luis Valdez to write Zoot Suit, 
which was as part of a new series called "New Theater for Now," a major effort to produce plays 
involving minorities in the Los Angeles area, particularly Chicanos, who made up a sizable but 
untapped audience.25  
 But as significant as how these plays stage American history is that they consciously 
engage with American theatrical history as an essential part of their project. Branden Jacobs-
Jenkins' An Octoroon rewrites an older work, maintaining the original text in some places and 
transforming it in others, in the process focusing particular attention to those interventions. Other 
                                                 
22 The public became increasingly aware of non-violent mass actions, including the Montgomery bus boycott, the 
Greensboro lunch counter sit-ins and the Freedom Rides, as the police (particularly officials such as Bull Connor in 
Birmingham, Alabama) used increasingly brutal force to subdue them. These tactics were taken up by other 
movements, such as Chicano rights, women's liberation, Queer liberation, and anti-AIDS activism, which molded 
their strategies and tactics on the African-American civil rights struggle. Harry Elam Jr, Taking It to the Streets: The 
Social Protest Theater of Luis Valdez and Amiri Baraka (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1997), 3.  
 
23 Matthew Charles Roudané, American Drama Since 1960: A Critical History (London: Prentice Hall International, 
1996), 3.  While I primarily focus on questions of race and representation in this dissertation, I also must note that 
the 1960s were a moment that altered the fundamental understandings of what constitutes theatrical performance. 
Concurrent with the development of non-profit theaters, and more racially diverse casting, collectives such as the 
Open Theatre and the Living Theatre brought performance out of the proscenium and into the streets. 
 
24 While some of these theatres emerged with a mandate to produce new works by new artists, Soho Rep’s original 
mission was to produce little-known classic works. Ironically, it is now the most experimental of the three 
companies considered in Race and Performative Historiography. 
 
25 Roy Eric Xavier, “Politics and Chicano Culture: Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino, 1964-1990," in Chicano 
Politics and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, ed. David Montejano (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 
1999), 190. 
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plays, such as Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play and Topdog/Underdog draw isolated 
sections or theatrical techniques from melodrama. Topdog, for instance, uses whiteface (a 
technique from minstrelsy) and mixes it with living-room realism. These imports comment on 
racialized performance practices both in the original time and the present. 
    I dedicate the rest of this chapter to tracing a genealogy of how American theatre has 
performed race and history together. I find it valuable to trace this history because current 
theatre-makers are in direct conversation with this tradition, which either elides these necessary 
conversations about race and history (thus providing room for these playwrights) or anticipates 
the use of these techniques. I argue in this section that even the most formally inventive 
playwrights (such as Suzan-Lori Parks or Luis Valdez) draw heavily on the American 
performance tradition. Thus, I reorient this tradition as a source for innovative performance 
forms but also demonstrate how it continues conversations about race and history.  
 
1.3: The Past is Never Past: The Performance of Race and History, from Ponteach to Slave Ship 
 
 The theatricalization of race and history is deeply ingrained in the American theatre. 
Indeed, the practice of performing race to construct a national identity predates the founding of 
the country.26 Indian Plays dramatize the relationship between the British and thinly-drawn 
portraits of Native Americans in the early colonial period. 27 They provide a record for how 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth-century Americans understood the early history of the 
                                                 
26 For an excellent discussion of the complexities of using theatre as a site for establishing American culture, 
particularly post-Revolution, see Heather Nathans, Early American Theatre from the Revolution to Thomas 
Jefferson: Into the Hands of the People (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003).   
 
27 The Indian plays are not invested in either historical or cultural accuracy. While these plays occasionally 
dramatized culturally relevant tribes, more often than not the tribes on stage were not the tribes that lived in the 
location of the plays. For example, James Nelson Barker's The Indian Princess (1808) is based on the Pocahontas 
story and set in Virginia. The Native American competitor for the hand of the princess, however, is a member of the 
Miami tribe, whose lands were in what is now Indiana.  
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nation. A number of these plays not only have the same plot, but use the Native American other 
as a way for the Americans to distinguish themselves from the English. Philip Deloria asserts a 
similar idea in Playing Indian that “Indianness provided impetus and precondition for the 
creative assembling of an ultimately unassemblable American identity."28 Native American 
characters in these plays are not fully developed characters, either pushed to the side or fulfilling 
a stereotype.  
 Native American characters in these plays were present mainly to prove the perfidy of the 
British, as the colonizers broke deals and stole tribal lands. This trope began as early as 1766 
with Robert Rogers’ Ponteach: or the Savages of America. In Ponteach, an unperformed play 
based on Pontiac’s rebellion of only a few years earlier, the British characters are blatant villains 
who not only publicly celebrate their theft of land and goods from the Indians, but even claim the 
practice as one of their core values: “Our fundamental maxim is this, / That it’s no crime to cheat 
and gull an Indian.”29 Furthermore, the British continually dehumanize Ponteach and his family, 
lamenting that they are forbidden by law to hunt Indians as they do game: “I only wish the laws 
permitted us/ To hunt the savage herd where e’er they’re found."30 
  Native American victimhood is often a defining trope in these plays. However, 
occasionally chieftains are allowed to fight back against British perfidy and given heroic roles as 
well as the opportunity to reassert their rights. For example, in John Augustus Stone’s Metamora 
                                                 
28Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 5.  
 
29 Robert Rogers, Ponteach, or The Savages of America: A Tragedy, ed Tiffany Potter (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2010), 118.  
 
30 Ibid., 122.   
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(1829), the titular character leads a rebellion against the English forces as retaliation for 
continually broken promises. 
   Metamora: He must die! Drag him away to the fire of the sacrifice that my ear  
  may drink the music of his dying groans. 
  Oceana: Fiends and murderers! 
  Metamora: The white man has made us such. Prepare.31 
 
However, these rebellions often overstep predetermined bounds and become excessively violent. 
The chieftains begin to attack women and children, becoming too bloodthirsty in their search for 
revenge and retribution. This degradation has a purpose: the chieftain becomes an adversary, and 
an opportunity for the New American to step in, able to prove himself trustworthy and more just 
than the British government. 32 Thus, the Native American characters remain ciphers, either 
victimized and in need of protection or uncivilized villains who must be defeated for the 
protection of others.  
 The importance of Indian plays is two-fold. They establish how the earlier tradition of the 
American history play joins together race and history but ignores cultural detail. The Indian 
plays also anticipate and inform the treatment and creation of a major character in An Octoroon: 
Wahnotee. Wahnotee, who speaks a “mash-up of Indian, French, and Mexican,” is a hard-
drinking but fiercely loyal friend to Paul, the young slave murdered by M'Closky.33 Jacobs-
Jenkins calls upon this tradition, but draws attention to the artificiality of its construction by 
                                                 
31 John Augustus Stone, Metamora, in Six Early American Plays, 1798-1890, ed. William Coyle and Harvey G. 
Damaser (Columbus: C.E. Merrill Pub, 1968), 76.  
 
32 For an in-depth discussion of this transference, see Rosemarie K. Bank’s “Staging the ‘Native’: Making History in 
American Theatre Culture, 1828-1838" as well as Scott C. Martin’s “Interpreting Metamora: Nationalism, Theater, 
and Jacksonian Indian Policy." 
 
33Branden Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon (New York: Onstage Press, 2014), 59.  
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having a white actor in redface play Wahnotee. Denaturalizing the performance in this way turns 
the character’s alcoholism, inability to learn English, and violence into a comment on the 
tradition. Indeed, Wahnotee is important to the construction of An Octoroon as he links the two 
parts of the play, the Art of Dramatic Composition and the main rewriting of The Octoroon. In 
the Soho Rep/Theatre for a New Audience production, Wahnotee appears in what the text 
describes as Full Indian Regalia and dances around the stage to A$AP Rocky’s F**kin’ 
Problems. As the song goes on, the “head-banging” and “thrashing” of Playwright's drunken 
movements become what looks like a traditional Native American dance as the lights 
psychedelically flash. The script describes this moment as “PLAYWRIGHT is shaking off his 
flesh. PLAYWRIGHT is becoming the music. PLAYWRIGHT is becoming the play. The music 
ends just as WAHNOTEE stumbles off.”34 Jacobs-Jenkins does not shy away from this tradition 
but uses it, showing both how it is deliberately constructed and how important it is to the 
functioning of the production.  
 Just as the Indian plays both silence their titular characters and use them as devices to 
define whiteness, so Civil War melodramas expunged slavery as the war’s primary cause. In the 
majority of these melodramas, written decades after the end of the conflict between 1889 and 
1907, the institution is written out, and the drama instead favors the discussion of state’s rights. 
Quite often the Civil War is used as the backdrop for a romance plot, where the bloodiest conflict 
in American history became a “troubled intersectional love affair” where “the question of the 
South’s ‘true’ attitude towards the Union becomes commensurate with the question of a reluctant 
maiden’s sincerity when she pushes her lover away."35  The Southern belle's devotion to her 
                                                 
34 Ibid., 42.  
 
35 Jeffrey D Mason, Melodrama and the Myth of America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 172. 
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northern lover becomes more consequential to her character than her devotion to the southern 
cause. And when the lovers are reunited at the play’s end, North and South are also symbolically 
rejoined and the conflict ends happily.36 
 Slaves have no real place in this world, unless they serve as the “comic darky." These 
characters, loyal to the point of absurdity, act as comic relief and a distraction from the real 
tragedy of the lovers’ separation. On at least two different occasions, older slaves attempt to sell 
themselves to Northern soldiers to free their captured Southern masters—with both the 
Northerners and the Southerners putting aside their conflict to have a good laugh at their 
expense.37 These characters are not given voices of their own. Furthermore, these plays suggest 
that they never suffered. Civil War melodrama's use of slaves as comic figures thus prefigures 
Jacobs-Jenkins’ rewriting of them in the imported sections of An Octoroon.  
 Silencing slaves was a deliberate choice by the authors of Civil War melodramas. Some 
contemporaneous works allowed for partial engagement with the realities of chattel slavery. 
Indeed, the melodramatic genre, Linda Williams argues, was “the fundamental mode by which 
American mass culture has ‘talked to itself’ about the enduring moral dilemma of race."38  In the 
most popular version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for example, George Aiken added “an aestheticized 
paraphernalia of cruelty (long whips, cuffs, and chains)," and heightened the specter of violence 
                                                 
36 Dion Boucicault's Belle Lamar (1874), William Gillette's The Secret Service (1895) and Held By The Enemy 
(1898), as well as William C. De Mile’s The Warrens of Virginia (1907) are exemplars of this plot.  
 
37 Dion Boucicault, "Belle Lamar: An Episode of the Civil War," in Plays for the College Theatre, ed. Garrett H. 
Leverton (New York: Samuel French, 1934), 139.  William Gillette, Held by the Enemy (New York: Samuel French, 
1925), 66. 
 
38 Linda Williams, Playing the Race Card: Melodramas of Black and White from Uncle Tom to O.J Simpson 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), xiv.  
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against the African-American characters.39 Even in these cases, slaves in these melodramas 
weren't as complex as their white counterparts. Moreover, turning black pain into a spectacle all 
too often inured the spectator to the realities of slavery, allowing them to banish the institution 
and its abuses to the past. Jacobs-Jenkins, however, reworks the traditional performance of black 
pain by engaging with the representative strategies of melodrama, particularly the sensation 
scene, and offering a new model that describes but does not highlight the inherent violence. 
 Not only is melodrama's method of representing slavery anticipatory, but the theatrical 
forms of melodrama are fundamental for this dissertation because revisions of melodrama and its 
characters are at the center of several of the plays. Other than Jacobs-Jenkins’ direct rewriting of 
The Octoroon, Suzan-Lori Parks imports whole scenes from Our American Cousin as well as 
melodramatic performance styles into both The America Play and Topdog/Underdog. Parks 
rewrites these techniques and places them in conversation with Lincoln's assassination, as well as 
the minstrel tradition. These racialized performance forms are also interrogated by Tony Kushner 
in Caroline, or Change, as the titular character, Caroline, a maid, refuses to fit the Mammy type. 
 Just as the Civil War melodramas shaped the performance of history and race in very 
specific ways, so did historical pageants. This genre gained popularity at the turn of the twentieth 
century until falling out of favor when pageants grew prohibitively expensive; they all but 
disappeared by World War II.40 These pageants were widespread, with casts that ranged in size 
from seven to a few hundred, and attended by audiences of up to 10,000. Pageants defined a 
public history as well as what a rapidly changing nation considered a shared culture. They 
                                                 
39 Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: Slavery, Minstrelsy and Transatlantic Culture in the 1850s (Athens: The 
University of Georgia Press, 2005.), 119.  
 
40 David Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of Tradition in the Early Twentieth Century (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 1. 
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articulated not only what American culture could be, but also how to use it. In American 
Historical Pageantry, David Glassberg argues that “through vivid historical pageantry, the moral 
principles associated with the past could reach a wider audience."41 Pageants emerged from both 
ends of the political spectrum. So American history could be rewritten for both conservative and 
progressive purposes. Pageants deployed the American past to create a particular American 
future, one that followed the melting pot model of diversity. They used theatre to create a distinct 
relationship between ethnicity and history, more interested in a nation that defined itself as 
'American' than emerging from a specific race or creed.  
 The pageants were often non-narrative and drew on older performance forms such as the 
procession, costumed re-enactments, and tableaux vivant. The plots, because they attempted to 
join together “the succession of re-enacted historical scenes often resembled that of the historical 
oration."42  This form, and the way it presents history through non-connected figures and images, 
anticipates Suzan-Lori Parks’s The Great Hole of History in The America Play. The Great Hole, 
a theme park with “historical parades” and “Reconstructed Historicities,” intrigued the Lesser 
Known, who would wave, call out to, and salute the figures on his honeymoon.43 The character 
who becomes the Lesser Known, however, takes this tradition and transforms it. Rather than a 
parade, which proceeds not only in a straight line but in chronological order, the Great Hole of 
History becomes a place to interact with historical characters who emerge from multiple 
                                                 
41 Ibid., 44. In fact, for many, historical images within pageantry provided fundamental categories for understanding 
"what we call traditional and what we call modern, what we think is timeless and what we think can be challenged, 
what we consider inevitable, and what we term accidental. What we dismiss as strange and what we know is mere 
common sense” (Ibid., 1).  
 
42 Ibid., 284. 
 
43 Suzan-Lori Parks, The America Play, in The America Play and Other Works (New York: Theatre 
Communications Group, 1995), 163. 
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countries and time periods, and even fictional figures: “Amerigo Vespucci hisself made regular 
appearances. Marcus Garvey. Ferdinand and Isabella. Mary Queen of thuh Scots! Tarzan King of 
thuh Apes! Washington Jefferson Harding and Millard Fillmore. Mistufer Columbus even."44 
These performances, which for Brazil, The Lesser Known’s son, sound like watching TV,45 also 
obsess the Lesser Known, causing him to leave his grave-digging business behind, to become an 
impersonator himself, and found The Great Hole of History in the west. 
 The Living Newspaper Plays of the Federal Theatre Project (1935-9) continued the 
pageant’s interest in the mixture of education, public history, and specific racialized 
formulations. Like the pageants, the Living Newspapers also anticipated several forms of 
performative historiography, in the process often paying scant attention to African-American 
history. The Living Newspapers were a form of investigative and political theatre that had its 
roots in the Bolshevik revolution. In Russia it served as a literal newspaper, dramatizing the 
events of the day. 46 The American version was devoted to explicating, in the words of the head 
of the Federal Theatre Project,  Hallie Flannigan, the “ struggle of the modern man to understand 
the forces all about him; agriculture, power, law, housing, social diseases, medicine."47 To 
understand these forces, the Living Newspapers treated the past as a laboratory, where the 
                                                 
44Ibid., 180. While drawn from different time periods and countries, the performers in the Great Hole of History are 
not random, but are related to the history of colonialism and slavery.  
 
45 Ibid., 180.  
 
46 Stuart Cosgrove, “Introduction,” in Liberty Deferred and Other Living Newspapers of the 1930s: Federal Theatre 
Project, eds.  Lorraine Brown, Tamara Liller, and Barbara Jones Smith (Fairfax, Virginia: George Mason University 
Press, 1989), ix.  
 
47Hallie Flannigan, “Introduction," in Federal Theatre Plays, ed. Pierre De Rohan (New York: Da Capo Press, 
1973), viii. The Living Newspapers explored these topics in productions such as Injunction Granted (1935), which 
showed the development and activity of the unions; Power (1935), which explained why there is a monopoly on 
electricity and what the government is doing to correct it; and the development and treatment of syphilis in 
Spirochete: A History (1938). 
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narrator teaches Everyman characters how the world came to be as it is. How these Everyman 
characters entered and interacted with the past informs Brandan Jacobs-Jenkins’ use of 
sedimented time in An Octoroon, namely in the sensation scene.48  
 A team of reporters (who later joined the Newspaper Guild) did extensive research for 
these lessons. The scripts reproduced this knowledge with citations, footnotes, and even 
published bibliographies, although the productions themselves did not acknowledge these 
investigations. In fact, these Living Newspaper bibliographies prefigure Suzan-Lori Parks’s un-
performable footnotes and citations in The America Play and Venus, and the footnoted stage 
directions in Underground Railroad Game.  
 Moreover, the Living Newspapers anticipated and deeply influenced Luis Valdez's Zoot 
Suit in several ways, particularly the way the genre interacted with and dramatized the news, and 
its alienated, didactic but engaging presentational style. Indeed, the relationship at the core of 
Valdez's play, between Henry Reyna and El Pachuco, mimics the connection between the Voice 
of the Living Newspaper and the Little Man, as the Voice reveals why the world is the way it is 
and walks the Little Man through solutions. 49 
                                                 
48 In Arthur Arent's ...one-third of a nation, a Living Newspaper about the housing crisis (based on New York but 
designed to applicable nationwide), the Little Man (the Everyman character) wants to know why he has such trouble 
obtaining an affordable apartment. So the Voice of the Living Newspaper takes him back in time, and he “walks” 
around downtown Manhattan with a guide. The pair explore the city in part through an interaction between the 
actors’ bodies and the projection: “They start striding in place in front of screen to indicate walking. Music, 
Projection changes” (Arent, one-third of a nation, 57). However, these interactions with the past are not only a trick 
of projection. There is a world the audience can’t see, where the Little Man is in danger: “Guide (grabs LITTLE 
MAN) Look out! That buggy almost ran you down." Arthur Arent, One-Third of a Nation, in Federal Theatre Plays, 
ed. Pierre de Rohan, Vol. 1. (New York: Random House, 1938), 58.  
 
49 This is not to say that Zoot Suit or the Living Newspapers were entirely didactic. While Valdez exposed American 
theatre to Chicano culture and made a historical argument about the abuses perpetrated by the Hearst press and the 
LAPD, the core of the story remained an emotional one. The connections between the characters, the music, and the 
references to older performance forms carry the play. Furthermore, Zoot Suit had no interest in historical accuracy. 
Valdez collapsed characters into one another or wrote them out. Valdez also moved or removed events.  
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 Although the Living Newspapers offer a rich source for the plays in Race and 
Performative Historiography, the genre has a complex relationship with race. ...one-third of a 
nation dramatizes New York City's immigrant communities as well as African-American 
residents in Harlem. The play provides its African-American characters with agency. A group of 
Harlem renters, unhappy about their terrible living conditions, decide to go on a rent strike. The 
inspiration for this action comes from a story told by one of the men about a slave rebellion: 
 When a man’s got more misery’n he kin stand, an his bones ache and his  
 eyeballs burnin’ with fire and there’s hot pain running’ up and down his arms 
  and legs you know what he do? (….) he grab his machete, and run out into the  
 clearing where all the planters are stan’ with their whips in their hands an yell 
 as loud as he can AMOK. AMOK! You know what that mean? It mean I can’t  
 work no more! I’m crazy from work and I don’t want live! I’m going to bust   
 right into you and cut you wide open and keep on cuttin’ until I’m dead. Until I’m  
  dead. 50 
 
This revolutionary impulse, however, channels itself into collective action, and “Amok” 
transforms into “No Rent!”51 The wider call for rent relief reconstructs the black revolutionary 
context. Not only is the rallying cry anglicized, but the performance of this narrative distances 
itself from the present action. The character, identified as Second Negro, almost seems possessed 
by the memory. He is “reciting the words verbatim, as though his grandpa were speaking through 
his lips,"52 adding a sense of unreality to the narrative. 
  Finally, as the Indian plays unmoor Native American tribes from their distinct histories, 
so does this narrative transpire in an unspecified location. While the use of the machete suggests 
the Caribbean, the strikers do not provide any further details. Thus the strikers appropriate the 
specific historical context of rebellion against physical oppression, as well as the violence of 
                                                 
50 Ibid., 119.  
 
51 Ibid., 120.  
 
52 Ibid., 120. 
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slavery without attribution. There are, of course, many moving parts to a play as complex as 
…one-third of a nation, but this particular instance shows the ease with which white-dominated 
narratives usurp and so silence black history. I say white-dominated because the story was 
produced by white writers, and taken up by white characters, who silence and reorder the 
revolutionary power of the Harlem rent strikers. This move is similar to how the white actors in 
We are Proud to Present a Presentation maneuver around the Herero genocide. 
 Indeed, this deliberate silencing not only influenced the Living Newspaper's productions 
but also their wider programming. For all their provocative shows, the FTP never performed a 
production exposing the roots of racism or racist violence. The two endeavors in this area were 
Arthur Arent’s Ethiopia, about Mussolini’s invasion of the country, and The South, by Elmer 
Rice, about lynchings in that region. However, the government censored and repressed both of 
those productions.53 There was, however, one Living Newspaper that made it almost all the way 
to production: Liberty Deferred, by Abram Hill (who would later go on to co-found and direct 
the American Negro Theatre) and John Silvera. Liberty Deferred was modeled on both …one-
third of a nation and older performance forms.54 The play begins with a minstrel show, 
highlighting, as the text describes, "classic conceptions of the negro. " These short scenes include 
a redcap worker overladen with luggage and bowing to his customers, a group of “cotton 
pickers” in “pastel-shaded sateen overalls, pretty straw hats, gay bandanas” happy to be working, 
and a group of men playing dice.55 However, the Everyman character (here doubled as an 
                                                 
53 Indeed, the silencing of Ethiopia, and the rejection of The South led Elmer Rice, who was the first head of the 
Federal Theatre Project, to resign in protest. Paul Nadler, “Liberty Censored: Black Living Newspapers of the 
Federal Theatre Project,” African American Review 29, no. 4 (Winter 1995): 615. 
 
54 Ibid., 618.  
 
55 Abram Hill, and John Silvera, Liberty Deferred, in Liberty Deferred and Other Living Newspapers of the 1930s: 
Federal Theatre Project, ed. Lorraine Brown (Fairfax, Virginia: George Mason University Press, 1989), 253-4. 
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African-American couple, Ted and Linda, watching the minstrel show) becomes increasingly 
angry about the portrayal of their history and culture. As the minstrel show grows increasingly 
offensive, the couple stops the action and demands that the performance show "the right kind of 
history" by establishing the foundations of slavery and showing why, in fact, liberty must be 
deferred.56 
 Although Liberty Deferred essentially proceeds in a chronological manner, with scenes 
showing pivotal moments in the development and spread of slavery, Ted intervenes several 
times.  He stops the march of history and makes an argument for excellence in the face of 
repression: "There were plenty that were good, all right.... plenty that had what it takes...all they 
needed was a chance for recognition...which here and there they got. Not often but here and 
there...".57 Liberty Deferred then highlights individuals who were able to rise above their 
circumstances, such as Phillis Wheatley, Benjamin Banneker, and Ira Aldridge, before resuming 
the course.58  
 The structure of Liberty Deferred essentially follows the traditional Living Newspaper 
format. It skips around in time and substantiates its arguments through the recitation of facts and 
figures. Liberty Deferred, however, becomes distinctive at its very end, when the action departs 
from the real world. The Living Newspaper proceeds apace to Reconstruction and the founding 
of the Ku Klux Klan but then skips ahead to the current day (1937) and shifts the action to 
“Lynchtopia,” where lynch victims go once they’ve died. In a twisted form of heaven, there is a 
bookkeeper who takes down the new arrivals’ names, how they died, and their supposed crimes, 
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57 Ibid., 269.  
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as the victims compare their stories. Each new year, there is a competition for cash prizes to 
determine who endured the most brutal lynching .59 The residents wear nooses around their 
necks like ties and debate whether the recent decrease in lynchings means that something is 
wrong: "Gosh they're really coming in slow. What's the matter with America, must be enforcing 
the Constitution."60 Not only is this a unique moment in the Living Newspaper canon, but it also 
is similar to the way Jacobs-Jenkins uses macabre humor to draw attention to slavery and Jim 
Crow violence in An Octoroon, particularly when Zoe is sold at auction, or when Dido and 
Minnie discuss systemic rape 
 Thus far I have shown how the performance history of the American theatre often 
dismisses the centrality of race, but still anticipates the plays that employ the techniques 
examined in this dissertation. There is, however, one instance where race plays a central role in 
historical creation, in Amiri Baraka’s Slave Ship: A Historical Pageant (1967). Slave Ship 
theatricalizes black-white relations from the eighteenth century to the present day, trapping the 
participants on a simultaneously literal and symbolic slave ship, perpetually participating in the 
Atlantic slave trade. Through a series of interconnected short scenes, Baraka creates a genealogy 
of recurring figures placed in ever more complex scenarios: an Uncle Tom character, a rebellious 
slave, and the whites who are all too ready to manipulate both. Slave Ship demonstrates how the 
same domineering and racist power structures persist, although the careers of the dominant 
classes change—the slavers become the plantation owners, become the preachers. 61
 Accompanying these scenes are the constant moans and cries of the men and women who 
                                                 
59 Ibid., 290-6.  This is unusual, because while Living Newspapers may employ time travel, they stay within a 
recognizable world. Lynchtopia is very much on another plane. 
 
60 Ibid., 291.  
 
61 Amiri Baraka, Slave Ship: A One Act Play (Newark, N.J: Jihad Productions, 1969) 
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were originally transported, becoming a terrifying metronome. This cyclicality, and the 
underlying presence of the slave ship, vividly dramatize Baraka’s belief that “America in a lot of 
senses is a continuation of the slave ship." 62 Baraka’s focus on building connections between 
seemingly distinct authority figures and their abuses of power, and making their exposure the 
center of the drama, anticipates the work of Zoot Suit; Caroline, or Change; and even to some 
extent An Octoroon.63 Indeed, the cyclicality of Baraka's work also points to the repetition and 
revision of Parks’s  Lincoln Cycle, showing that different men can be trapped in the same power 
structure.  
 I have traced a genealogy of how the American theatre, in historical performance, 
systemically ignores race, and simultaneously creates strategic possibilities by anticipating many 
of the techniques considered in this dissertation. This dual process of elision and anticipation 
creates a longer conversation wherein many of the more contemporary plays I examine in depth 
give new life to older dramatic forms and performative techniques to shed fresh light on an 
American history that centers on race.  
 The following chapters of Race and Performative Historiography scrutinize particular 
metatheatrical techniques—sedimented time, historical synecdoche, repetition and revision—
through which theatre-makers make race central to their representation and creation of history. 
My second chapter, "The Past in the Present, and the Present in the Past: Sedimented Time in We 
                                                 
62 Amiri Baraka, Conversations with Amiri Baraka, ed. Charles Reilly (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 
1994), 60.  
 
63 In fact, Baraka often situates historical processes within a larger racial context in his work with the Black 
Revolutionary Theatre.  For instance, A Black Mass (1966) reimagines the genesis of the white race as an 
experiment by three African magicians gone horribly wrong, which produces a Frankenstein-esque monster, who 
escapes from their lab.  Several of Baraka's other plays, including The Slave (1964), Dutchman (1964), and The 
Motion of History (1978), also theatricalize the relationship between race and history. Dutchman is fascinating 
because although it is less ostensibly about the interplay of race and history, it does dramatize, through an encounter 
on the subway, the cycle of desire and violence between white women and black men. This sequence is perpetual, 
resetting at the end of the play. 
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are Proud to Present a Presentation and An Octoroon" defines the first of these techniques, 
sedimented time, which imbricates diverse historical elements to bring the abuses of the past into 
the modern day, thereby forcing an audience to reckon immediately with a distant past that they 
might otherwise dismiss. In both of the plays in this chapter, the past is particularly violent, and 
both playwrights use sedimented time to access these periods without directly reproducing the 
violence onstage.  An Octoroon (2014), Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’s re-engagement with Dion 
Boucicault 1859 melodrama The Octoroon, overlays the lynch trial that ends the play with a 
photograph from the August 7, 1930, lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith in Marion, 
Indiana. The photograph creates anew the threat of lynching, as it becomes embodied on the 
stage. When George, the owner of the plantation and the “good guy,” steps forward to give an 
impassioned speech against lynch law, the face of a man, staring at the audience and pointing at 
the bodies that hang in the trees, spills beyond the frame of the photograph and is projected 
directly onto his shirt. The second play of this chapter is Jackie Sibblies Drury's We Are Proud to 
Present a Presentation About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, 
From the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884–1915 (2012), a play about a company 
of actors who attempt to devise a play about the Herero genocide. As the group tries to stage a 
scene of genocide, the power dynamics between the white and black actors are expressed 
through American signifiers. Not only do white actors speak with a Southern accent and use 
Southern slang, which the black actors match, but the proclamation that the German general 
gives, ordering the Herero to be shot on sight, is turned into a Ku Klux Klan mask. This layering 
of time periods not only links the two abuses, but shows the impossibility of escaping either.  
 The third chapter, "Fake News and Costly Change: Historical Synecdoche in Zoot Suit 
and Caroline, or Change," defines and explores the second of these techniques, "historical 
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synecdoche," a metatheatrical tool whereby props corporealize a historical argument. In Zoot 
Suit (1978), Luis Valdez alleges that the Hearst press and the LAPD conspired together to invent 
a crime wave, scapegoating the Chicano youth of Los Angeles and culminating in the violent 
zoot suit riots.  Valdez materializes this argument by having bundles of newspapers create the 
courtroom where the 38th Street Gang undergoes a show trial. Even the weapons used against 
the boys—police truncheons, the zoot suits themselves—are made from newspapers. These 
newspapers, which multiply exponentially, make unavoidable the connection between the Hearst 
press and the LAPD, as the newspapers create both the hysteria, and the carceral tools that 
punish the Chicano characters. In Caroline, or Change (2003), Tony Kushner uses several 
instances of historical synecdoche, all centering around Caroline, an African-American maid 
working for minimum wage in 1960s Louisiana. Kushner fills the stage with props that 
foreground the cost, devaluation, and racialization of domestic labor in the South. Kushner gives 
special attention to the eponymous coins and a $20 bill, both the literal and metaphorical change 
of the play’s title. These coins and bills cause conflict between Caroline and Noah, the son of her 
employer, not only exploding the familial relationship Noah believes he shares with Caroline, 
but revealing the tensions between African-Americans and Jews in the Civil Rights era South.  
 My fourth chapter, “Exit Through the Bullethole: Repetition and Historical Re-centering 
in The America Play and Topdog/Underdog,” repurposes a common theatrical technique, 
repetition, but puts it to work in a new way. In The America Play (1993) and Topdog/Underdog 
(2001), Suzan-Lori Parks returns to Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, but fundamentally alters it 
by interpolating two African-American men who have a deep connection with the Lincoln 
narrative into the story. These two men constantly repeat the assassination, and in doing so re-
center the history that followed it. Through the repetition of the moment of assassination, both 
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plays focus on the bodies and lives of the men stuck in this cycle, which shows that the reality of 
black lives and black history is much different than the familiar narrative of amelioration 
suggests.  
 As my introduction suggests, the current interrogation of race and history on American 
stages shows no signs of letting up. Important Off-Broadway and Broadway theaters are invested 
in continuing the work, particularly with such plays as Jeremy O. Harris' Slave Play (2018) or 
Suzan-Lori Parks’s White Noise (2019). Harris' play serves as the subject for my conclusion
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Chapter 2: The Past in the Present, and the Present in the Past: 
Sedimented Time in We are Proud to Present a Presentation and An 
Octoroon.  
 
 Two African-American women stand on stage, glaring at each other. Although the set —
an empty white cube, with the floor covered small cotton balls —doesn't indicate place or time, 
the women's clothing, frayed and torn, and above all old, suggests that these characters are 
enslaved. Once they begin to speak however, the audience realizes that nothing is as it seems in 
Brandan Jacobs-Jenkins An Octoroon.  Minnie, a woman lounging on a nearby box and eating a 
banana, explains why there's no point in trying to escape: 
 And then, even if you can outsmart these flying dogs, once you free, what you  
 gonna do once you free? You just gonna walk up in somebody house and be like, 
   “hey. I’m a slave. Help me.” That kind of naiveté is how niggas get kilt. I ain’t never  
 met a white person in my life who try'na help you escape from slavery. Like, you know? 
 Grace is such a mess.1 
 
Minnie's statement is full of macabre humor and draws on contemporary African-American 
Vernacular English. It is also an introduction to the first technique of performative 
historiography, sedimented time.  As I defined in the introduction, sedimented time is the 
imbrication of elements from different time periods. These mixtures of the past and present 
create an unstable no-when time that is neither the past nor the present, which disrupts the way 
the audience views the past.  As we can see from this short passage, Minnie's use of 
contemporary slang is at odds with the content of her speech, as she describes the obstacles and 
dangers of running away.  The second play in this chapter, Jackie Sibblies Drury's We Are Proud 
                                                 
1 Branden Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 50.  
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to Present a Presentation About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, 
From the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884–1915 also mixes time periods and 
geographical locations through the use of accent work. As we shall see, when the company 
attempts to devise a piece about the Herero genocide, the white actors begin, and the black actors 
pick up, southern accents, ultimately performing a minstrel show.  
 Both Drury and Jacobs-Jenkins use several different versions of sedimented time, which 
operates through a variety of performative elements. These include projection (when a twentieth-
century lynching scene is projected over the nineteenth century context) and character creation 
(when the actors in We are Proud bring the head of the company's grandmother to life).  Jacobs-
Jenkins and Drury use sedimented time to provide new ways of representing the crimes and 
abuses of the past. Neither playwright allows the past to stay past but brings these crimes—
chattel slavery, lynching, genocide—into the present. Furthermore, both playwrights actively 
engage the audience in their work, not allowing them—as we could see in how Minnie spoke to 
Dido—to slip into an uncomplicated viewing experience.  
 Sedimented time not only is a fundamental element in We Are Proud To Present and An 
Octoroon's historical argument, but it is an essential component of their formal structure.  Both 
plays highlight the question of how theatrically to represent a difficult past. While all the plays in 
"Race and Performative Historiography" are invested in metatheatricality, Jacobs-Jenkins and 
Drury's plays are about the theatre itself and composition, and so particularly highlight 
metatheatrical performance.2  Furthermore,  An Octoroon and We are Proud to Present 
                                                 
2 I use the term "composition" rather than "writing," since We Are Proud to Present is a company-devised work, and 
much of their material is improvised. Thus, part of the difficulty for We are Proud to Present is the negotiations of 
the company member's egos, which occasionally take the form of racialized discourse. While An Octoroon is also 
the collaboration between BJJ (Jacobs-Jenkins' stand in, a black-playwright although not Jacobs-Jenkins himself) 
and Boucicault, BJJ takes the majority of the credit. 
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demonstrate a number of the clearest instances of performative historiography, and in fact served 
as the inspiration for this dissertation. Perhaps sedimented time is particularly pronounced 
because these plays restage events that are so far removed from the present day both in 
chronology or familiarity.3 
 Equally as important as sedimented time's place in the formal structure of these plays, is 
that this technique emerges from the inability of white actors, in both productions, to engage 
with a complicated racial history. For example, in We are Proud to Present, several of the white 
actors flinch at engaging with the realities of the Herero genocide—i.e., the material of the play. 
After an extended scene where Actor 1 (who is white, and playing a character named White 
Man), repeatedly shoots Actor 2 (who is black, and playing a character named Black Man) for 
disobeying orders, Actor 1 refocuses the attention of the company on himself: 
       ACTOR 1 
       I’m not the kind of person who could have done that— 
       ACTOR 2 
       I’m the one that got shot. 
       ACTOR 1 
       But I wouldn’t have done that if— 
       (…) 
       And if it was me in that situation, if it was me, 
       I would have let him go. 
       I would have. I wanted to. 4 
 
Actor 1 speaks over Actor 2’s experiences, while simultaneously distancing himself from his 
character's actions. He silences Actor 2, reinforcing the scene they improvised. This type of 
interaction occurs only with the white characters (Actors 1, 3, and 5) and happens in several 
                                                 
3 Although Parks’s Lincoln Cycle restages Lincoln’s Assassination which occurred in 1865, the assassination has an 
oversized prevalence in the cultural imagination (through reenactments, historical lessons, even Lincoln’s presence 
on the currency). So that even though 1865 is as temporally removed as 1859 (when The Octoroon premiered) the 
assassination is more familiar to audiences than An Octoroon or the Herero Genocide. 
 
4 Jackie Sibblies Drury, We Are Proud to Present a Presentation About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as 
Southwest Africa, From the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884–1915 (New York: Onstage Press, 
2012), 148-9 
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forms throughout the play.  These actions slow down a scene's momentum, creating discussion 
rather than artistic creation. As we shall see, sedimented time, particularly in the use of Southern 
accents and references, emerges out of frustration with these discussions. 
 The same frustration that shapes We are Proud to Present also molds An Octoroon. 
Indeed, the play's premise and much of the humor results from the authorial stand-in, BJJ, not 
hiring enough white actors.5 While BJJ claims this decision was artistic license, he acknowledges 
that this happened because, in the workshop of An Octoroon, the white actors felt uncomfortable 
with the material:   
   I’m like, “What is there not to get?! It’s slavery! 
   And I’m not even asking you to play the slaves. 
   You’re playing the goddamn slave owner.” 
   (…) 
   But the minute you ask a white guy 
   To play a racist whose racism isn’t 
   “Complicated” by some monologue 
   Where he’s like 
   “I don’t mean to be racist! 
   It’s just complicated!" 
   He doesn't return your phone calls. 6 
 
While the impact of these moments unfolds differently in these two plays, what is strikingly 
similar is that there is no way for the past to stand on its own.7 Rather than acknowledging that 
the present circumstances influence historical representation, the white actors in both of these 
                                                 
5 This lack of white actors becomes a particular problem in Act Four. The penultimate act is the most theatrically 
involved moment. The Act includes the sensation scene, which is the “most important of all the acts in the 
melodrama” and is the opportunity to hit the audience with your best “theatre trick” (Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 
113-14). At the top of this scene, BJJ realizes that he made a mistake. He “grossly underestimated the amount of 
white men I actually would need here” (Ibid., 113). While the lack of white actors in the play is an artistic choice—
and indeed, its solution is part of the historical argument, as BJJ takes on several roles—here it becomes a source of 
comedy. 
 
6 Ibid., 32.  
 
7 In We are Proud, this discomfort is a real problem: it halts the progress of the play, and seems to be a real crisis for 
those involved. In An Octoroon, it is 100% comedy.  
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plays allow their present circumstances to dictate their characters. That is, they allow who they 
are—evolved twenty-first century citizens, who would never engage in such behavior —to 
dictate what kind of roles they play. The white character's censorship then creates opportunity for 
Jacobs-Jenkins and Drury to explore other options for theatrical representation.  
 However, present circumstances don't always bring a halt to investigation. In both plays, 
some of the black characters —namely, Actor 6 in We are Proud to Present, and BJJ in An 
Octoroon— also bring their experiences to bear, and the plays frame their personal stakes in the 
project as  positive, rather than a distraction. Indeed, in We are Proud to Present, Actor 6 (who is 
the artistic director of the company), identifies the genesis of the project in a picture of a Herero 
woman who survived the expulsion, through which she recognizes her own family: 
  Like, for me, the whole idea for this whole presentation 
  started when I sat down in my house, in my kitchen 
  and I opened a magazine  
  and I saw my Grandmother’s face in the middle of a page. 
  So I read the story around her face, 
  and the story was about people I’d never heard of, 
  in a place I’d never cared about. 
  An entire tribe of people nearly destroyed. 
  People who looked like my family. 
  And I thought about my family. My father. My grandmother: 
  woman who dies before I was born. 
  And I’ve missed her my whole life and I always wondered 
  what she would have sounded like, and here she was, 
  speaking to me through the picture of this Herero woman. 
  That was my way in. 
  it was like I was having a conversation with my grandmother.8  
 
 Actor 6  uses her present circumstance as a connection to the past, building a bridge rather than 
a wall.9 In An Octoroon, BJJ's personal identification is slightly more complex, but it informs his 
                                                 
8 Drury, We are Proud to Present, 93.  
9 Although, as we shall see, Actor 6's entry point as an American causes some difficulties.  
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character creation, and is confined to "The Art of Dramatic Composition: A Prologue," which is 
itself a restaging of one of Boucicault's earlier works. 
 In We are Proud to Present, we are made aware of sedimented time through the Southern 
accents that the white characters begin, and the black characters take up. Once these American 
signifiers enter onto the stage, the scenes become a no-when time where the horrors of the 
Herero genocide are put in terms of racial conflict in the American south. In An Octoroon, 
sedimented time enters through a variety of forms — aural, visual, and character based. All of 
these versions, however, are used to demonstrate the abuses of slavery in new ways and question 
the melodramatic form.  
 For the purposes of performance analysis, this chapter uses Soho Rep’s Production of An 
Octoroon, directed by artistic director Sarah Benson in 2015. Soho Rep staged the play at both 
their own space (which production was recorded there and now available through the Theatre on 
Film and Tape Archive of Lincoln Center), as well as remounting it at Theatre for a New 
Audience that spring. The second half of this chapter uses the Guthrie Theatre’s production of 
We are Proud to Present, directed by Taibi Magar in 2017.10 
 
"And there you have it. / A history of German Colonial Rule in Namibia": Sedimented 
Time and the struggle to represent history in We Are Proud to Present a Presentation. 
 
 Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud to Present a Presentation follows a company that 
is devising and producing a show about the German orchestrated Herero and Nama Genocide 
(1904-1908).  Although tackling an African subject, American actors make up the company, 
which consists of two black men (Actors 2 and 4), two white men (Actors 1 and 3), a white 
                                                 
 10 Sarah Benson, An Octoroon, Theatre on Film and Tape Archive (New York: Soho Rep, 2014). Taibi Magar. We 
Are Proud to Present a Presentation About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, From the 
German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884–1915 (Minneapolis: Guthrie Theatre, 2017) 
 
 36 
woman (Actor 5), and a black woman who is also the artistic director (Actor 6). All of these 
actors are unnamed and identified as numbers by the script. Although they have distinct 
personalities and clear motivations, perhaps anonymizing these characters means they can be 
adapted more easily into any market or situation.   
 The play begins in medias res, with a slickly produced presentation, which introduces 
essential background knowledge. The company identifies this as the Overview, which follows 
the Lecture, but anticipates and is distinct from the Presentation.11 Once the company establishes 
a baseline of information about Namibia, the overview operates on a macro level,  introducing 
and covering the events of German rule, from when the Germans arrived on Namibian soil, to 
when the British belatedly intervened.  The Overview distills years into a singular event or a 
small scene.12  
                                                 
11 The lecture introduces the languages spoken in Namibia, as well as the country's geography. This interlude has a 
call and response structure that moves quite quickly in a didactic and engaging style  
ACTOR 6: 
Some other facts about Namibia. 
















There is a reason for this. An historical reason. 
this is what the lecture is about.  
An Explanation for the Recognized languages in Namibia (Drury, We are Proud to Present,24-5).  
 
12  ACTOR 6 
1888 
ACTOR 2 
The Herero are in charge. 
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 To match the amount of information, the company moves through the Overview at a 
frenetic pace. Or, as the script tells us, the overview is "a fast-paced cartoonish overview--a 
romp. They've like actually really memorized this part."13   Following the suggestions of the 
stage directions ("if they have simple puppets/costumes"),14 Maibi turned this Overview into a 
puppet show. The company overturned one of the white rehearsal tables, and crouching behind 
it, taught the audience about the German colonization of Namibia. This lesson included covering 
the German-orchestrated political shifts and power struggles between the tribes. The company 
manipulated handmade puppets, and small representative props (like a hammer for the railroad, 
and small cows) as they covered three decades of increasingly harsh treatment by the German 
colonists. Like Lynchtopia in the Living Newspaper Liberty Deferred, where the lynching 
victims compete to see who had the most gruesome death, and where the inhabitants dress up 
with nooses around their necks like neckties, We are Proud to Present's puppet show 
deliberately uses macabre humor. 15 






The Germans are Kind of over the Herero.  
ACTOR 3 
Over the Herero. 
ACTOR 2 
So childish and ungrateful 
ACTOR 4 
So impudent and unwashed (Ibid., 31-2). 
 
13 Ibid., 29.  
 
14 Ibid., 29.  
 
15 Abram Hil, and John Silvera, Liberty Deferred, in Liberty Deferred and Other Living Newspapers of the 1930s: 
Federal Theatre Project, ed Lorraine Brown (Fairfax, Virginia: George Mason University Press, 1989), 290-6 
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 Indeed, the presentation, in all its comedy and rehearsed ease, shows the difference 
between the history play and the historical play. As I defined in the introduction, the historical 
play takes history as its subject, while the history play takes history as its object.  One of the 
defining features of the history play is its self- consciousness about the performance of race and 
history. Because the puppets are a striking mode of representation and semi-comic, they make 
the facts they present suspect. We question the ease of the presentation and the positioning of the 
information. While We are Proud doesn't use these puppets again, it maintains its interest 
deliberate self- consciousness. The play proceeds through a series through a series of interrelated 
scenes, identified as either Process (when the company discuss how best to present this 
presentation) or Presentation (a fully realized scene, often indicated by a change in lighting, 
costume and props). This attention to theatrical detail is particularly important, as sedimented 
time is indicated by the incongruous use of a Southern accent, among other strategies.  In the 
next section, I discuss how the company departs from the model of the Overview, questions the 
history they present.  
 
2.1: "We Shouldn't Be Doing Anything Other Than What's Real":  The historical record, 
metatheatrical angst, and Sedimented Time 
 
 During the Lecture the company announces that they are devising a production based on 
"A cache of letters from German troops stationed in German South West Africa between the 
years 1884 and 1915."16 Almost immediately after the Overview ends, Actor 6 suggests that the 
company re-examine, and perhaps even jettison, those letters.  The actors begin to debate the 
most useful mode of historical representation, particularly when the documents they have to 
                                                 
16 Drury, We are Proud to Present, 29.  
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work with present a biased view of the conflict. These letters, the company suggests, are one-
sided. They only describe the German experience, and as Actors 6 says in disgust, “It’s just so. 
There’s like no violence, there’s no anger, there’s no—"17 Not only do these letters focus on the 
Germans' experience, they also take a particular view of their surroundings.  Africa, if it appears 
at all, is restricted to descriptions of the weather. One of the letters tells us that “I have never 
been in a hotter place in my whole life./The whole place, as far as I can tell is a desert” and 
“there is so much heat here Sarah/I saw steam rising from the shoulders of the man in front of 
me./It is so hot our very sweat is wrested from our bodies.”18  These environmental descriptions 
— which neglect to record any instances of cultural conversation — along with longing for 
Germany, provide the bulk of the content of these letters. 
 In the rare instance when the Herero do appear in the letters, their physical characteristics 
are emphasized over any other trait:   
   Dear Sarah. 
   I continue to be impressed by the members of one tribe in 
   particular: The Herero. 
   Not only are they tall and well-muscled—19  
 
The overwhelming focus on the physical suggests that it is bodies of the Herero as workers that 
interest the Germans, rather than the Herero potential to be citizens of an expanded Germany.  
This focus on the physical suggests that the Germans see the Herero as part of the material 
wealth of the country, rather than as human beings.  
                                                 
17 Ibid., 47. 
 
18 Ibid., 79, 85.  
 
19 Ibid., 69.  
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  Moreover, these letters are more concerned with providing excruciating details of the 
German soldier's romantic yearnings than serving as a detailed historical record of the colonists' 
exploits. Thus, a significant portion of We are Proud to Present’s first scenes reflect these letters, 
and tracks the company’s attempt to make theatrical material out of them.  This includes 
painfully awkward improvisations, and clashes between the actors. So much time is spent on this 
endeavor that Actor 2 scoffs, “Are we just going to sit here and watch some white people fall in 
love all day?”20  
 When the company is able to devise scenes derived from the letters, these scenes silence 
or sideline the African characters, and thus the African-American actors as well. 21 But these 
improvisations, even as they cause consternation for the actors, lead to the first instance of 
sedimented time. In Presentation (1888), Sarah (who is the amalgamation of all the women the 
German soldiers write to), sings a ‘melodramatic folk song' about missing her soldier husband, 
written in simple rhyme.22  As Sarah becomes more invested in the song, Actors 2, 3, and 4 begin 
                                                 
20 Ibid., 86.  
 
21 There is a significant difference between the content of the letters and what the company highlights. However, the 
improvisations do not produce a more detailed version of the past, just because they are contemporary. Before the 
performance of one of the letters, the company conducts what looks like an ethnographic exercise. This resembles 
the work done in the Lecture.  
ACTOR 6 
A Herero tribesman, 
ACTORS 1, 3, 4, 5 
The He-re-ro 
ACTOR 6 
Keeping Watch over his cattle as they graze. 
As he has done his entire life,  
And as his father did before him, 
And as his grandfather before him. 
Let’s see if he will speak with us: 
Ongiini, Herero Man  (Ibid., 67). Here the "Herero" are treated as National Geographic subjects, and Maibi’s 
direction emphasizes this ethnographic display.  Black Man (JaBen Early) and Another Black Man (Lamar 
Jefferson) are placed on pedestals above the stage. They stand on the white rehearsal tables, holding spears and 
wearing vaguely African inspired necklaces over their street clothes, as they stand watch over their cow, played by 
Actor 5/Sarah (Nika Ezell Pappas) in an exaggerated cow mask.   
 
22 Ibid., 79. 
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to back her up with choreography reminiscent of an R &B video, as well as beat boxing, and 
sampling popular songs.  This is one of the few moments that the cast is on the same page, it is 
an example of how the present can positively access the past. While not papering over the 
content—the focus is still on Sarah and her feelings of isolation, rather than the Herero—it still 
creates a no-when time where we are not exactly in the past, but not in the present either.  
 Aside from the Overview, this brief foray into sedimented time is the most extended 
theatricalized section in We are Proud thus far. In order for the drama to move forward, 
however, the company realizes that they must abandon the strict historical framework the letters 
provided. Once they do, their decisions become equally fraught, particularly around who has the 
right to improvise what material.  But what is "real" is equally up to debate as were the letters, 
and they cross racial distinctions.  Actor 1 seems to believe there is a tangible right and wrong 
way to approach this performance: “we shouldn't be pretending, we shouldn't be making things 
up, we shouldn't be doing anything other than what's real."23  Actor 2 echoes a similar sentiment 
when Actor 4 tries to invoke a fantasy Africa: "you can't make the part your own so much that 
you ignore what's actually there."24 In demanding to see 'Africa' Actor 4 (who is drawn into the 
performance so that he becomes Another Black Man) imagines an Africa that is multiply fertile: 
in vegetation, animals, gold, and women, paired with an accent that the text identifies as "Not 
Ok."25 As he builds this scene, Another Black Man places himself at the center. Not only is he a 
provider, but he also indulges in a hyperbolic sexual fantasy. Actor 4 constructs a patriarchal 
                                                 
 
23 Ibid., 106.  
 
24 Ibid., 91.  
  
25 Ibid., 87-9. 
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world, where there is a total identification between the land and its people. It is action orientated 
(killing, providing, sleeping with, and a direct contrast to the passivity of the Herero in both the 
'Process' and 'Presentation' sections that we have seen thus far. As he is drawn deeper into this 
world, Actor 6 begins to drum a rhythm, with the white actors joining her, expanding the beat. 
The lights shift into a darkened purple lighting— which has marked the 'Presentation'—  and 
Actor 5 ululates, performing a loose-limbed dance. Actors 1, 3, and 5 begin circling around the 
rehearsal tables as Actor 4 stands in the center, straddling the table and occasionally thrusting his 
pelvis.  Everything about this embodiment is in quotes, from the “African” accent, to the 
“African” drumming, to the “African” dance. It is an amalgamation of tropes and stereotypes, 
and it is not grounded in any particular tradition or history.  
 Not only do the actors debate what version of Africa they are creating, but also who is 
“allowed” to play what role—and if cross-racial casting within these exercises is acceptable. For 
example, in a later scene, when the company creates a Herero village, Actor 2  shuts down an 
ongoing improvisation because Actor 5, a white woman, volunteers to play a Herero wife, "You 
aren’t a Herero wife, ok?" and " "Y’alls finding Germans in you."26  
 Despite Actor 2's attempt at gatekeeping a particular black identity (that is as  vast as it is 
exclusionary),27 there are several instances of cross-racial performance in the attempt at 
representing historical material. This cross-racial performance occurs most frequently with white 
actors playing black roles. The most notable instance of this cross-racial performance is when 
Actor 3 becomes Actor 6’s grandmother, and whose impersonation the text cautiously approves 
                                                 
26 Ibid., 124.  
 
27 Actor’s 2 definition of blackness is tautological. He taunts Actor 4 by claiming that he should “Start by being 
black” asserting that “black people can understand what black people went through (Ibid., 92). Furthermore, Actor 4 
doesn’t need to have firsthand experience of Africa because “there’s no difference between being black and being 
African/Africa is black” (Ibid., 128). 
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of: “Not Ok. But…pretty good?”28  This performance is intriguing because it does not use any of 
the technologies (such as white or black face) or costumes associated with cross-racial 
performance,  but is indicated through a shift in accent, vocabulary, and posture, as well as a 
prop, a wooden spoon.  This performance demonstrates that there are other, less historically 
fraught ways to engage in cross-racial performance, than minstrel technologies (although We are 
Proud does go onto rely on these technologies).  
 Furthermore, Actor 3’s southern accent is also an important introduction of sedimented 
time. Firstly, because summoning Actor 6’s grandmother is going back to the past, performing a 
scene that may or may not have happened in Actor 6’s father’s life. But this improv also 
establishes the southern accent as a marker of the past, particularly of a time different from the 
moment of performance. Finally, the centerpiece of the scene, when Grandma punishes Actor 6’s 
father for stealing a piece of cornbread, is repeated word for word, gesture for gesture, in the 
final scene, within one of the longest instances of sedimented time, and a particularly violent 
example of what I have identified as Repetition and Revision, which will be explained in chapter 
four. 29  
                                                 
28 Ibid., 95.  
 
29 ACTOR 3 smacks ACTOR 4 with his prop on each “Tell” 
 ACTOR 3 
 Tell me that you didn't eat that corner piece of cornbread. 
 I don't need you to Tell me that you ate that corner piece of cornbread. 
 I can Tell the corner is missing so Tell me that you ate it. 
 Tell me. 
 Tell me (Ibid., 98).  
As opposed to  
ANOTHER WHITE MAN lands blows on BLACK MAN on each Tell. 
 ANOTHER WHITE MAN 
 Tell the man you tried to kill me. 
 Tell the man you were gonna kill me. 
 I don’t need you to tell me that you were gonna kill me. 
 I can Tell you wanted to kill me so Tell the man. 
 Tell him. 
 Tell him (Ibid.,168). 
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2.2: "But I'm saying that, As Americans--": Sedimented Time and the performance of the past.  
 
    Thus far, I've established the difficulties of historical performance for this company: that 
the accessible historical material does not address the genocide, and the actors place strict 
limitations about who can play what role, causing disagreement within the company.  These 
conflicts, however, create the conditions for the introduction of sedimented time. This technique 
of performative historiography works to break through the noise of the discussion of performing 
history, to actually engage in it. 
 I have taken so much time to describe these clashes because they are generative and 
cumulative for the actors. Indeed, the first extended instance of sedimented time emerges directly 
from a struggle between Actor 2 and Actor 6. In this scene, the lines between actor and character 
blur, as the exhaustion of the characters building the railroad becomes the exhaustion of the 
actors in the scene. When Actor 2 breaks the scene to get a drink of water, Actor 6’s anger boils 
over:  
   ACTOR 2 
   (to ACTOR 6) 
   Why are we doing this? 
   ACTOR 6 
   For once, can’t you just shut up and stay in line? 
   ACTOR 2 
   What? 
   ACTOR 6 
   Just stay in line. 
   Standoff. ACTOR 2 storms over to his water. he takes a long drink, a deep  
   drink. Or two. The other ACTORS watch him, catching their breath.  
   ACTOR 2 slams his water back down. He takes a breath. 
   ACTOR 2 
   Now I’ll get back in line.  
   (…) 
   ACTOR 6 
   That’s the thing. You can’t just get back into line. 30 
                                                 
 




This brief scene establishes the conditions for the first extended engagement with the genocide, 
the expulsion of the Herero into the desert.  The White Men (White Man and Another White 
Man) hang a line of caution tape running down the center of the stage, serving as the wall. They 
transfer the props and signs of life onto their side, leaving a barren stage on the other. As they set 
up the stage, the two white actors recite from a directive, issued by the unnamed German general 
as a letter.31 This is a clear repetition of the earlier historical materials, writing in the references 
to the political and colonial project that were missing.  
 After the two White Men scramble to set the stage, the next scene is a return to the 
Process (rather than the Presentation), which initially seems to be dead on arrival:32  
   ACTOR 2/BLACK MAN 
   My home is that way. 
   ACTOR 1/WHITE MAN 
   Well it says your home can't be this way. 
   ACTOR 2/BLACK MAN 
   But my home is that way. 33 
 
                                                 
31 Ibid., 138-140.  
 
32 A sign that the scene does not work theatrically, is that these characters are, for the most part, identified as a split 
between their "Actor" characters, and their "Presentation" characters. They do not quite 'lose' themselves in the 
action, and still in some cases, like this exchange:  
ACTOR 1/WHITE MAN 
I'll have to shoot you. 
ACTOR 2/BLACK MAN 
I didn't know you had that. 
ACTOR 1/WHITE MAN 
Well, I do. So (Ibid., 142). Thus, as we can see, the actors are still negotiating their moves, even as they do them. Of 
course, this distinction is one only the text makes (as the characters do not announce when they are their Process or 
Presentation characters.  
 
33 Ibid., 141.  
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As the scene begins to stall out as the actors repeat the same argument over and over again, the 
tenor of the improv begins to change when "a slight southern accent slowly starts to enter 
ACTOR 1's diction."34 This shift in accent is the entrance of American signifiers, which in turn 
marks the entrance of sedimented time, as we saw from the scene with Actor 6's Grandma, the 
southern accent in this play is an indication of the past.  Indeed, once the southern accent is taken 
up by both actors, the scene becomes a no-when time, as the scene's content emerges from the 
Herero context, but the performative elements are American.  Furthermore, the accent is the 
catalyst the scene requires, and the two actors break out of the deadening back and forth. Actor 
2/Black Man and Actor 1/White Man, raise the stakes, as they debate what is beyond the caution-
tape wall, and whether Black Man can return to it, flipping back and forth between aggressor and 
victim, with each change marked by a ‘Ding', a reference to the 'dings' in the Overview. This 
instances of Repetition and Revision makes the audience reconsider how the 'dings' operaterd in 
the Overview. They not only punctuated the action, but introduced a “brief comic tableau that 
sums up what was said about the previous year." 35 These sounds were not only a way of 
marking time, but here they mark power shifts between the soldier and the civilians, distilling 
years of conflicts into a single moment. In this scene, the 'dings' also accompany clear change in 
posture, as well as a dramatic shift from one end of the wall to the other.  As the argument 
increases in tempo, these shifts speed up as the two characters match each other's arguments. 
Finally, Black Man breaks the stalemate and takes a step over the wall, and Actor 1/White Man 
                                                 
34 Ibid., 142. 
 
35 Ibid., 29. 
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shoots him. Not only does White Man shoot Black Man for breaking the German decree, but 
shoots him many times.36 As he does so, he calmly composes a letter to Sarah in Germany:  
   BLACK MAN immediately falls. 
   BLACK MAN is still alive. 
   BLACK MAN is breathing. 
   WHITE MAN shoots him again. 
   BLACK MAN is still alive. 
   BLACK MAN is breathing—gasping.  
           WHITE MAN 
           (Click) I’m writing to you today. Today is a day (Shot) 
           Just a day. Like any day. 
           BLACK MAN 
           (Breath in) 
           White MAN. 
         Dear Sarah. (click) 
           I’m writing to you today. Today I’m wondering. 
           Like I’ve been wondering. When it’s gonna rain (Shot).37 
 
 This is a complicated moment, as White Man theatricalizes the historical silencing that the 
company earlier grappled with. While White Man pours shot after shot into an unresisting Black 
Man, who is barely illuminated on the stage, he demonstrates how history is written: committing 
abuses, but leaving out the violence and horror in the record. Indeed, as An Octoroon does later, 
this use of sedimented time reveals with what ease the victors can suppress participants in the 
historical record. 
 Not only does this moment reveal how history is written, but it is also a devastating 
moment of sedimented time. As twenty-first-century theatergoers, it is impossible to watch a 
scene where a white man, in a position of carceral authority, murders a black man, while 
simultaneously rewriting the narrative that emerges from the encounter, and not think of Trayvon 
Martin, Mike Brown, Sandra Bland, Amadou Diallo, or many other victims of police violence. 
                                                 
36 Unlike the previous use of sedimented time, the actors are fully immersed in this scene. They are identified by 
their Presentation character names throughout.  
 
37 Ibid., 147. 
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We are simultaneously in 1906, 1999, 2012, 2014, in Namibia, Ferguson, Sanford, and the 
Bronx.  Thus, through sedimented time Drury shows how these acts of racial violence, and 
institutional abuse continue on until the present day.  
 However, once the scene ends, We are Proud To Present takes on a new urgency, and the 
instances of sedimented time increase in number and scope. This instance of sedimented time 
seems to open a floodgate, as the American context begins to dominate and the American actors 
struggle to understand the dynamics of the genocide. Even as Actors 3 and 4 attempt to carve 
footholds in the genocide, they flatten out the distinctions between the Namibian and American 
History. 
  In a long monologue Actor 3 demonstrates how an otherwise innocent man could 
murder. Actor 3 soothes Actor 1 after he has a crisis when White Man murders Black Man. 
Actor 3 relates the story of how his grandfather, a soldier in the Union Army during the Civil 
War, murdered an African-American soldier when the Confederate Army approached:  
  So my great-grandfather saw the rage in their faces, the  
  confusion, 
  so my great grand-father looked that Union soldier in the  
  eye and said, "I'm sorry." And shot him. 
  And my great-grandfather saw that that Union soldier was 
  still alive. So my great-grandfather shot him again. 
  And he shot that soldier again, 
  and again, and my great-grandfather shot him in fear-- 
  out of fear for his own life and 
  he shot him so that they would see him shooting him and  
  he shot him so that he would be captured and kept alive. 
  He shot him to save his own life. 38 
 
This monologue reproduces the dynamics of the previous scene. However, the exclusively 
American, not to mention white-centric context, is not appreciated by the African-American 
                                                 
38 Ibid., 151-2.  
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members of the cast: “That story doesn’t have anything to do with Africa,” “This isn't what we 
should be focusing on,” “It’s about you instead of us…all we are doing is hearing the white 
version of the story."39 Here sedimented time mixes different time periods and geographies, and 
while it exposes a moment of white supremacist violence, using black pain for white gain. Not 
only does this monologue shift the Namibian context to an American one, but it also reveals the 
company's misunderstandings of the genocide. As the African-American characters’ attempt to 
show the dangers of Actor 3's easy errors, Actor 1 dismisses the other’s concerns: “Yes a 
German genocide. A rehearsal Holocaust.” 40  Combined with their earlier assertions that the 
level of documentation didn’t approach the Holocaust: “With the Holocaust, we have documents, 
we have testimonials, we have pictures.... Six Million People. And we know all of their names. 
Every single one. And—"41 it becomes clear that the white characters may be able to access the 
basic facts of the genocide, but are unable to view it, except in relation to the Holocaust, and a 
particular kind of suffering.   
 While Actor 3’s intervention provokes the largest outcry from the company, Actor 4 
attempts to relate to the wiping out of the Herero lineage with his own experience of not 
knowing his history, due to slavery: 
    
   ACTOR 4 
   His entire lineage, all of that history 
   that was remembered and remembered and remembered 
   until it was killed 
   and then it was forgotten. 
   And I’m not African. 
   I can’t be.  
   But I know what that is to know that you’ve lost your 
                                                 
39 Ibid., 152-3. 
 
40 Ibid., 156.  
 
41 Ibid., 107-9.  
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   heritage, 
   you’ve lost the names of your ancestors.42  
 
  Actor 4’s interposition recalls the dynamics of Actor 6’s drive for devising this show, to locate 
and enter a past, as an American, she didn’t have access to.43 However, Actor 4’s desire to 
discuss this lack of connection in an American context (“But I'm saying that, as Americans") 
overwhelms the Namibian story, replacing it with an interest in diaspora. 44  Actor 6 quickly 
shuts down  Actor 4's digression, and her frustration with both of these American-centric stories 
boils over. She gives an ultimatum to the cast that  “ Everyone is going to Keep Going/And no 
one is stopping, no one is done nothing is over/because we're going to stay in it until I say 
stop."45 
  With this directive, the company begins what the script identifies as a Processtation (a 
mixing of the Process and Presentation). The scene is set in 1905 when the Germans erect the 
wall and expel the Herero into the desert. When the company begins,  the Black men and the 
White men improvise separately within the parameters of the story. The Black men, exposed in 
the desert without food or water for days, hallucinate a rainstorm, dancing, and drinking.46  After 
watching the black characters for a moment, the White Men and Sarah,  as they did in the 
previous instance of sedimented time, recite their orders, transforming the language of the 
directive into a chant, “Round them up. Chain them up. /Lead them up. Lock them up.”47  
                                                 
42 Ibid., 159.  
 
43 Ibid., 93.  
 
44 Ibid., 160.  
 
45 Ibid., 160.  
 
46 Ibid., 161-3. 
.  
47 Ibid., 165.  
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Calling upon  the chant's energy, the white characters collide into the group of Black Men. 
Unlike the previous iterations of this conflict, sedimented time takes over as soon as the scene 
begins.  The chant mutates into “a song. a work song. a slave song. southern accents creep in as 
the song is sung.” 48 Black man, Another Black Man, and Actor 6 (who participates, but is not 
given a Presentation character), form a line as they slowly make their way from stage left to 
center stage. White Men (and in Magar’s production, Sarah, who stands on the ladder, removed 
but observing the proceedings) chant their orders. The White actor's chant focuses on 
confinement, "imprison them, lock 'em up, chain them up", while the Black Men sing a song of 
expansion, “take me to my home/take me to that place/place that I am from/Take me to my 
home/home that minty my home/where do I belong."49  However, while Black actors sing a song 
of homecoming and expansion, their movements tell a story of contraction. Black Man, Another 
Black Man, and Actor 6 walk with shackled legs and they step in a slow, heavy unison. Their 
curved backs reverse the straight spines of their captors. Throughout the scene, the two groups 
maintain a difference in levels: Black Man sits or lies on the ground (forcibly held there by 
blows or intimidation) for the majority of the scene while the White Men loom above him.50  
 The American signifiers become more prominent as the scene progresses, particularly the 
southern accent. In the previous scene, the script noted the introduction of the accent, but its 
performance (its thickness, word choice, etc.), was left to the discretion of the actors. In this 
scene, however, the actor’s accents are much broader and prominently marked in the text. The 
                                                 
48 Ibid., 165.  
 
49 Ibid., 165.  
 
50 Not only are these two groups physically opposed, but their costumes also emerge from two different worlds. The 
two white actors wear white undershirts and dark pants. They are visually united and opposite to Black Man, who 
wears a dark undershirt and lighter pants.  
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characters use contractions like “ain’t” and racialized language such as "bessa” “boy,” as well as 
“nigger.”51  These accents are both indications of sedimented time, and a weapon used to 
intimidate Black Man, as much as the physical blows they rain upon him as the White characters 
torture him. 
 The title of the scene (Processtation) indicates that it is betwixt and between —more 
developed than the Process, but not quite part of the Presentation. This liminal state also shows 
itself in the lighting design, which slowly shifts from the bright wash of the Process scenes to the 
purple tinge of the Presentation. This transitional space also reflects that this scene unfolds in a 
no-when time. The materials and impetus of the scene emerge from the Herero Genocide, as the 
White Men beat and humiliate Black Man, forcing him to confess that he broke the law by 
trespassing on German soil and attacking the German soldiers. The execution and its 
performance, however, emerge from the American context. Thus the two times are inextricable, 
and the abuses of the Herero Genocide meld into the abuses of the Jim Crow South. 
 Not only is this scene performed through an American historical context, but it also 
explicitly takes on the instances of an American theatrical context, as this scene coalesces into a 
nightmarish minstrel show, merging the two contexts into one horrific moment. Once the White 
Men catch and bind Black man for the final time (after chasing him several times around the 
stage), they remind themselves of the General’s orders. Not only do they recite the orders, but 
Another White hands his compatriot the General's letter, which White Man transforms into a 
crude mask and forces it onto Black Man's head: 
   WHITE MAN rips the letter. 
   he rips holes for eyes. 
                                                 
51 Ibid., 166-9.  
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   he rips a hole for a mouth 
   he has made a crude mask. 
   he holds it in front of BLACK MAN’S face.52 
 
This mask looks like a horrific death mask in performance and it is multivalent. It can be read as 
a form of whiteface, particularly when Black Man is forced to star in a minstrel show for what 
the stage directions identify as “production number for a crowd of 1,000.” 53 It also recalls the 
anonymity of a Ku Klux Klan mask, thus solidifying the mixture of time and place introduced in 
the earlier sections.54  
 After forcing the mask over Black Man's face, and bringing him to his knees, White Man 
joins Black Man on the ground. White Man and Another White Man bind his hands with the 
same material as the wall, emphasizing the connection between these tools of oppression, 
becoming an mise en abîme.  White Man, kneeling behind his prisoner, sticks his arms through 
Black Man's bound hands, and ventriloquizes him: 
   WHITE MAN 
   (As BLACK MAN) 
   Oh I understands! 
   You is gonna kill me. 
   But you bessa be careful white man. 
   Cause Lawd knows I is gonna haunt you. 
                                                 
52 Ibid., 169.  
 
53 Ibid., 170.  
 
54 We also must remember that this isn't just an ordinary slip of paper, but the extermination orders of his people.   
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   I's gonna be a ghost prince of Africa! 
   I's gonna scream like my Brother jungle Apes! 
   Oooga booga! 55 
 
The ventriloquized dialogue is a form of black voice, calling upon stereotyped accents, verb and 
vocabulary usage. Black voice emerges from the minstrel tradition, just as the use of whiteface 
does, as another incorporation of the American Theatrical tradition. But more than just 
incorporating American theatrical history, his torture is turned into theatre. The White Men turns  
Black Man into a prop, jerked back and forth across the stage as the two men in power alternate 
telling racist and anti-Semitic jokes. The final joke's punch line, however, culminates in a 
lynching threat:  
   WHITE MAN & ANOTHER WHITE MAN 
   put the noose around BLACK MAN'S neck 
   and throw it over a beam or branch. 
   They threaten and terrify him, and enjoy 
   his fear.56 
 
In Malbi's production, White Man's brandishing of the noose is the most direct threat in the 
show.   The stage is illuminated only by a tiny circle of light and reflects their actions in the 
mirror behind them. While Soho Rep's production had all the actors on the same level, the 
Guthrie's production had Another White Man sitting on the top of the ladder, holding the 
                                                 
55 Ibid., 170. This last line, "Ooga Booga" becomes a chant. It is expanded and interwoven with a tautological claim 
of identity recited by Black Man and Another Black Man: "I am a black man I/have always been a black man/always 
I remember what it/ was to/be a black man" (Ibid., 171). These two together create a call and response, where they 
juxtapose and perform different identity formations. 
 
56 Ibid., 173.  
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caution-tape lynching rope as Black man screams for help. Even though the threat of the noose 
reads the same way in both productions, the added height in the Guthrie's production makes the 
threat of lynching and of death horrifyingly real.   Black Man breaks character for a final time, 
fleeing the stage after he tears the noose from his neck. The show ends abruptly after his exit, 
without a return to the Herero context, or without any more dialogue. 
 For We Are Proud to Present a Presentation, sedimented time is the key to unlocking a 
performance of history that does not get lost in a discussion of how to perform these scenes. 
Indeed, sedimented time allows the company to create a historical performance, even if that 
performance was about American racial relations, rather than the Herero genocide. Furthermore, 
Drury's addition of whiteface and black voice, originating from older American performance 
forms such as the minstrel tradition, provided the company with the means to access and perform 
the past through theatrically exciting means.   
 I now turn to Brandan Jacobs-Jenkins An Octoroon, which uses a diversity of entrance 
points into sedimented time, but is equally invested in thinking through historical abuse.    
 
"When you burn it down/What do you put there in its place": Sedimented Time in An 
Octoroon.  
 Sedimented time—the imbrication of elements of different time periods or cultures—
influences Jacobs-Jenkins’ entire project. An Octoroon is a re-engagement with a canonical 
American melodrama, The Octoroon, by Dion Boucicault, written in 1859. An Octoroon is an 
attempt by the 21st century playwright to explore whether melodrama's conventions are potent in 
the modern theatre. Following the indefinite article, An Octoroon closely follows Boucicault's 
play, as Jacobs-Jenkins reproduces many of the original characters and much of the dialogue and 
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settings.  
 The/An Octoroon follows essentially the same plot: An antebellum Louisiana plantation, 
Terrebonne, is inherited by George, the nephew of Judge Peyton. When George arrives at 
Terrebonne, he falls in love with his cousin, Zoe, the natural daughter of his uncle and an 
unnamed slave.  George soon learns that the plantation is in great debt and is about to be sold, 
along with all its slaves. This includes Zoe, who is an octoroon, a person who is one-eighth 
black, and who actually belongs to the plantation because her father freed her while he still had 
debts on the land. Jacob M'Closky, the villainous overseer buys Zoe. M'Closky had schemed to 
prevent a promissory note from a bank in Liverpool, which would have saved the plantation, 
from arriving on time. While stealing the bank note, M’Closky kills Paul, a slave boy, blaming 
Paul's Native American friend, Wahnotee. The plots intersect during a trial for Wahnotee, and 
Zoe threatens to kill herself to avoid falling into M’Closky’s hands. While the plots of the two 
plays are essentially the same, the performances are strikingly different due to the changes that 
Jacobs-Jenkins makes in casting and production. Indeed, Jacobs-Jenkins draws attention to the 
deliberately constructed and alienated nature of this play by setting the majority of the action in a 
black box version of the antebellum Terrebonne plantation.57 For the Soho Rep production, the 
stage was bare, and incidental pieces of furniture (such as the auction block) and props (the 
camera, bottle of rum) were brought in. A sea of cotton balls covered the ground, but otherwise 
there was no attempt at naturalism.  
 In what follows, I trace Jacobs-Jenkins deployment of sedimented time. I show how he 
overlays a variety of performance elements (aural and visual cues), as well as playwriting 
                                                 
57 Jacobs-Jenkins leaves the set design somewhat ambiguous, suggesting either an elaborate backdrop "The 
Plantation Terrebonne, in Louisiana. A branch of the Mississippi is seen winding through the estate. A low-built but 
extensive planter's dwelling, surrounded with a verandah" or, its exact opposite: "a white cube" (Jacobs-Jenkins, An 
Octoroon, 45).  
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elements (character creation), to highlight the abuses of slavery. Not only does he show these 
abuses, but Jacobs-Jenkins proposes new methods of representing slavery and its violence. At the 
same time, An Octoroon, like We are Proud to Present, also interrogates theatre history, tackling 
not only melodrama (and what it can and cannot represent), but also minstrelsy, and cross-racial 
technologies, such as black, white, and red face.  
 
2.3: "I know we slaves and evurthang, but you are not your job": Sedimented Time, Slavery, and 
Aural Juxtaposition 
 
  The most extensive example of sedimented time is a linguistic and aural discrepancy 
between the wider nineteenth-century setting and way in which some of the enslaved characters 
speak when they are alone. When they address other black characters, they use contemporary 
slang, and a version of African-American Vernacular English (AAVE).   While at certain points 
all the enslaved African-American characters use a modern vocabulary throughout the play, the 
three enslaved women, the two house slaves, Minnie and Dido, as well as Grace, a field hand, 
use it to its greatest effect.  Jacobs-Jenkins use of sedimented time is striking because it is the 
only element of these characters that is out-of-sync with the world around them. 58 Dido, Grace, 
and Minnie's accents are particularly noticeable, because their onstage actions otherwise fulfill 
stereotyped images of slaves. Not only do they wear mismatched and old clothing, but they are 
visibly poorer than the white characters, and they are the only characters who work. 
                                                 
58 Indeed, the insertion of Minnie and Dido's accents functions in a similar way to how the southern accents in We 
are Proud to Present a Presentation draw the audience out of the action.  
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 Jacobs-Jenkins demonstrates Minnie and Dido's importance, as they open Act I, and their 
initial appearance fits the common image of slavery.59  However, almost immediately, the two 
women break the frame, and imbricate the present in the past: 
   MINNIE 
    You know, if you sweep on a diagonal with lighter, faster strokes, it’s a  
   little more efficient.  
   DIDO 
    Girl, what are you talking about? 
   MINNIE 
   Your arms get less tired and you let the air pressure do the work. Here.  
   Let me show you.60 
 
This exchanges both reveals important information about Dido and Minnie’s characters as well 
as indicates how sedimented time works in An Octoroon. The disconnect between how Minnie 
and Dido’s speak and the topics they discuss is startling and often results in the audience 
laughing.  In this case, the audience learns that there were systems for passing information 
between the slaves, but we also see how owners uprooted the lives of their slaves.  Thus Jacobs-
Jenkins represents the violence and depredation of slavery in An Octoroon through sedimented 
time. This technique has another benefit, which is that by adopting modern language to discuss 
the violence of slavery, Minnie and Dido take control of the representation of their experience.  
The contemporary voice Jacobs-Jenkins gives to Minnie and Dido, in acknowledging the 
violence done to them, carries particular weight due to the long and often abusive history of 
enslaved men and women who attempted to tell their own stories. Often abolitionists strove to 
generate sympathy for the slaves by recording these narratives through a white interlocutor. In 
                                                 
59 The long prologue that precedes the action of An Octoroon, which establishes the ways race operates in this play, 
is for the most part spoken conversationally by BJJ, a 21st- century self-named “Black Playwright.” I will return to 
this prologue in the third part of this section, as I discuss Jacobs-Jenkins’ use of avatar creation.   
 
60 Ibid.,45.  
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the process, they often changed the accounts to appeal to a wider and whiter, audience.61 Indeed, 
even in sympathetic abolitionist drama, the plots had to fit particular patterns to achieve 
legibility. These changes often flattened out distinctions and specific circumstance.62   
 Not only did these the narratives influence popular conceptions of slavery, but their 
intense focus on the physical and sexual violence of the institution often exacerbated this 
damage. While sometimes abolitionists and other writers used the performance of excessive 
violence to evoke sympathy for victims, the spectacle also had the opposite effect.63 Violent 
exhibitions created  an uncomfortable sense of voyeurism for the audience but also habituated 
them to the sight of a black body in pain.64 
 The use of black voice for the slave characters intensifies the genre's physical violence. 
Black voice draws on fantasies of slave speech, often arises from the blackface minstrel tradition. 
To a modern audience, black voice indicates the past. Its application allows audience members to 
distance themselves from the violence portrayed on screen or onstage because it clearly isn't 
happening now. Jacobs-Jenkins uses sedimented time to obliterate that distance. He 
                                                 
61 For examples of these changed narratives see published work by Ignatius Sancho, Olaudah Equino, Venture 
Smith, Mary Prince, Nat Turner, Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Sojourner Truth and Harriet Ann 
Jacobs, among many, many others. These narratives often share plot points and story-telling technique 
 
62 Douglas A Jones, The Captive Stage: Performance and the Proslavery Imagination of the Antebellum North (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014), 140. 
 
63 I do not mean to suggest that this was a problem only in the nineteenth century, and has been ameliorated now. 
Indeed, a number of films, The Birth of a Nation (2016), 12 Years a Slave (2013), Django Unchained (2012), 
Amistad (1997), and Glory (1989) graphically highlight the suffering of black bodies. 
 
64 Saidiya Hartman begins her seminal work, Scenes of Subjection, with a similar observation. Viewing the 
consequences of a slave’s body, ravaged by violence, she writes that “Rather than inciting indignation, too often 
they immure us to pain by virtue of their familiarity—the oft-repeated or restored character of these accounts and 
our distance from them are signaled by the theatrical language usually resorted to in describing these instances–and 
especially because they reinforce the spectacular character of black suffering." Saidiya V Hartman, Scenes of 




demonstrates, first through this modern vocabulary, and then through other means, that the 
violence of slavery is understandable today. 
 Thus, through his embrace of modern vocabulary and sedimented time,  Jacobs-Jenkins 
purposefully manipulates the tradition of representing slavery.65 Indeed, Jacobs-Jenkins 
foregrounds the constructed nature of sedimented time by highlighting the need for it in the 
script.  A disclaimer proceeds the main action of the play: “I’m just going to say this right now 
so we can get it over with: I don’t know what a real slave sounded like. And neither do you."66 
This forthrightness allows Jacobs-Jenkins to draw distinctions between public and private 
performance for the enslaved characters, through sedimented time.67 When Minnie, Grace, Dido, 
and Pete—an older male slave played by Assistant in black-face—are alone on stage they speak 
in this style. Indeed, when Pete is first introduced, he speaks in the same manner as Minnie and 
Dido. He highlights a wider community, inquiring about the others’ well-being: “I see you 
finished fruit duty already, Minnie. Good job. You settling in alright?”68 However, when the 
white characters (or in Zoe's case, the white-presenting characters) enter, Pete undergoes a 
metamorphosis. The stage directions tell us that “Upon hearing them, PETE transforms into 
some sort of folk figure.”69 His performance draws on the long tradition of stage slaves: he 
                                                 
65 For a longer discussion of how Jacobs-Jenkins specifically challenges and changes the melodramatic form to 
represent the violence of slavery in an altered way, see Rosa Schneider. “‘Anyway, the Whole Point of This Was to 
Make You Feel Something’: Branden Jacobs-Jenkins and the Reconstruction of Melodrama.” Journal of American 
Drama and Theatre 31, no. 1 (Fall 2018). 
 
66 Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 43. This disclaimer, however, is a function of only the text. It does not appear in the 
performance of the play.   
 
67 While the specific details of Minnie, Grace, and Dido’s speech are unusual, the acknowledgment of a separate 
language spoken among themselves by the slaves is not new. On the rise of Patois in the Caribbean, for example, see 
Kamau Brathwaite's History of the Voice (1979) or Édourard Glissant's Caribbean Discourse (1981). 
 
68 Ibid., 51.  
 
69 Ibid., 51.  
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celebrates racial hierarchy, he uses racialized language, and he shows an overwhelming 
deference to the white characters.70 When Pete next interacts with Minnie and Dido, he insults 
them and uses them to shore up his own status. Clearly no longer concerned about them, he 
dismisses them by threatening them "it's dis black-trash, new Mas'r George; dey's getting too 
numerous round; when I gets time, I'm gonna have to kill some of 'em fo' sure! ” 71  
  Pete isn’t the only character who uses black-speak to address the white characters. 
Indeed, when they are back under the disciplinary gaze of the white characters Dido and Minnie 
use the same black-voice accent as Pete and Paul, emphasizing deference and obedience: 
“Bless’ee here it be. Here’s a dish of hoecakes—jess taste, Masr George—and here’s fried 
bananas; jess smell ’em."72 The artificiality of this performance is particularly shocking, given 
their introduction enumerated above.  
 Minnie and Dido's code-switching is a particularly dramatic sign of the hierarchies of 
oppression in Jacobs-Jenkins' play. Notably, Dido also takes on this accent when interacting with 
Zoe, the Octoroon of the play's title.  At the end of the show, Dido speaks to Zoe with the same 
obsequiousness that she showed with George. When Zoe steals away to visit Dido in the slave 
quarters to obtain poison to kill herself so that she doesn’t fall into M’Closky’s hands, Dido 
delays Zoe with an exaggerated black voice accent: “Missey Zoe! Why are you out in de swamp 
dis time ob night? And you is all wet! Missey Zoe, you catch de fever for sure!”73 What is 
                                                 
70 Ibid., 51.  
 
71 Ibid., 52. 
 
72 Ibid., 57.  
 
73 Ibid., 137.  
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surprising is that Dido reproduces those behaviors when in conversation with Zoe, who is not 
white, but is a member of the plantation aristocracy. 
 This version of sedimented time reveals part of the power dynamics of Terrebonne. 
However, it is equally important to pay attention to the content of these speeches, as it is to how 
these characters speak. The dialogue reveals that Jacobs-Jenkins' version of these characters is 
more developed than their Boucicault counterparts. Indeed, Dido and Minnie’s discussions 
demonstrate that they understand the institutional demands that the enslaved see themselves as 
property, even taking part in their own dehumanization. In conversations that Dido and Minnie 
hide from their masters but are heard by the audience, we learn that Dido “grew up at the 
Sunnyside place on the other side of the hills. Mas’r Peyton won me in a poker game like ten 
years ago."74 Dido’s blithe story of her arrival at  Terrebonne is startling. Equally upsetting is her 
implied disregard for the destruction of familial relationships. But what is most unexpected is the 
casualness with which she reveals widespread complicity: 
  DIDO 
  And this one time, Solon was like, “Girl let me borrow your baby for a second?”  
  And so Rebecca’s dumb ass like gave him the baby and then that nigga turnt  
  around and fucking sold the baby. 
  MINNIE 
   What? 
  DIDO 
  Yes, girl. Apparently Massa was about to sell Solon and Grace’s baby, but then  
  Solon switched Rebecca’s baby out for they baby at the last minute and Massa  
  didn’t know the difference so he just sold Rebecca’s dumb-ass baby.75  
 
                                                 
74 Ibid., 46.  
 
75 Ibid., 66. There are, of course, other forms of cultural violence these women discuss, including forced illiteracy: 
 MINNIE: I wonder what’s going on today. I couldn’t read that sign out front, because I can’t read. 
 DIDO: I can’t read it, either. You know it’s illegal for us to read. 
 MINNIE: Yee-uh, but I was hopin’ you wuz one of them secret reading niggas (Ibid., 83). 
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Sedimented time thus introduces the reality of Dido and Minnie's lives, without highlighting or 
exaggerating their inherent violence.  However, the moments that are most distressing are also 
the most humorous. While Pete, Paul, and Wahnotee exchange threats of perpetuating physical 
attacks, Dido and Minnie are subject to the threats of sexual violence.76 Within the first few 
moments of their introduction, Dido and Minnie discuss the reality of plantation life, and the 
constant threat of assault: 
   MINNIE 
    You ever had to fuck him? (…) Mas’r/Peyton 
   DIDO 
    Oh, naw! You? 
   MINNIE 
    Naw, he only like lightskinnded girls. But Renee, you know, who was  
   fuckin’ him all the time (...)  
   MINNIE 
   Would you fuck him? 
   DIDO 
   No, Minnie! Damn. Would you? 
    (Beat) 
   MINNIE 
    Maybe. 
   DIDO 
   Yeah, well, I get the feeling you don’t get a say in the matter. 77  
 
This exchange seems to endow Minnie and Dido with a measure of agency and suggests that 
they had a choice in whether to sleep with Judge Peyton. But it becomes clear that there is 
significant undercurrent of sexual violence in this exchange. Master Peyton didn’t force all the 
female slaves to sleep with him, but those he did, he called on often. This awareness of potential 
sexual violence culminates in the punchline, which is the closest that the play comes to using the 
                                                 
76 Pete threatens Minnie: “Drop dat banana fo’ I murdah you!” and “It’s dis black-trash, new Mas’r George; day’s 
getting too numerous round; when I gets time, I’m gonna have to murdah some of ’em fo’ sure!”( Ibid., 51, 52), 
while Paul threatens to “gib it to” Wahnotee if the boy finds the Indian drinking rum (Ibid., 60), while Wahnotee 
destroys George’s camera and drags M’Closky offstage (Ibid.,, 81, 128). 
 
77 Ibid., 47-9.  
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word “rape.” The agency that the modern dialect seems to ascribe to Minnie and Dido thus is 
fleeting, and it is clear that the two women live within a violent system. Furthermore, the 
implications of this conversation spiral outwards and ask the audience to consider who Zoe’s 
mother was. Although Zoe holds herself above the enslaved women, she was the product of 
sexual violence, a revelation made possible by performative historiography.   
  Thus Jacobs-Jenkins' use of sedimented time results in a collapsing of boundaries 
between past and present. An Octoroon represents past abuses in present terms so they cannot be 
dismissed as belonging only to an earlier time. Sedimented time has another effect: the constant 
disconnect between the manner in which Dido, Grace, and Minnie speak and behave and their 
nineteenth-century surroundings generates uproarious laughter.78  
 This laughter is the result of sedimented time, and deliberately cultivated.  In an interview 
with the Village Voice, Jacobs-Jenkins asserted that the goal of his writing is to make the 
audience “laugh and then you have to think about your laughter for a second."79 Indeed, this 
laughter a which results from "the clash of two mutually incompatible codes or associative 
contexts, which explodes the tension" has a generative effect. It is the way that meaning is 
produced on stage for the audience.80 Laughter makes us  
                                                 
78 A further result of sedimented time is that Jacobs-Jenkins explores the many dimensions of the violence of slavery 
without lingering on the physical performance of it. Although there are moments of violence— when M’Closky 
attacks Dido after she interrupts his attempt at a tableau “(M’CLOSKY strikes her violently): And don’t you ever 
fuckin’ sneak up on me like that again you nigger bitch” (Ibid., 67), or when during the lynching scene, when 
Wahnotee drags M’Closky off stage by a noose around his neck (Ibid., 127)—they are more noticeable than if the 
production was full of them. 
 
79 Tom Sellar.  “Pay No Attention to the Man in the Bunny Suit.” Village Voice. Accessed September 28, 2015. 
http://www.villagevoice.com/arts/pay-no-attention-to-the-man-in-the-bunny-suit-7189537. 
 
80 Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation (New York: Macmillan, 1964), 35. 
 
 65 
 reflect not only upon our individual responses to events on stage, but also to reflect 
 upon the collective, social responses of the audience. If we laugh, does that make us 
 complicit in the cruelty, or do we laugh in nervous, shocked detachment?81 
 
     This helps us understand the extraordinary use of laughter in An Octoroon. Watching a play 
about slavery, it would be in impossible to laugh at a discussion of systematic rape, or a portrayal 
of enslaved human beings.82 Rather than laughing at the character, which would be tragic, the  
use of comedy draws our attention to the actor. We laugh at her ability to be bilingual, code-
switching between vocabularies. The use of comedy and the production of laughter have a 
distancing effect that forces the audience to take a step back from the action on stage and think 
about the material in new and dynamic ways.  
 The second effect of laughter is that it creates a community within the audience. This is 
because "laughter in the theatre is an audible and a visible social response." 83 The audience 
becomes aware of who among them is laughing, and at what. The humor makes the audience 
aware of the particularity of this performance. This community building becomes particularly 
important for the next instance of visual sedimented time.  
 Jacobs-Jenkins' use of modern vocabulary blends the twenty-first century into the 
nineteenth. This creates, as it does in We are Proud to Present, a no-when time, that is neither 
the past nor the present. In the next section I demonstrate how Jacobs-Jenkins uses sedimented 
time through visual means, particularly engaging with the conventions of melodrama, and 
                                                 
81 Brian Wolland, Dark Attractions: The Theatre of Peter Barnes (London: Methuen, 2004), 23.  
 
82 In the performance of An Octoroon I saw at Soho Rep in May 2014, the conversation between Minnie and Dido 
about whether they would sleep with their masters got the loudest laughs.  
 
83 Ibid., 23.  
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exploring the gap between these modes and our modern expectations of the operation of this 
dramatic form.  
2.4: "The whole point of this thing was to make you feel something": Lynching, Projection, and 
Visual Sedimented Time  
 
 A reengagement with older American performance forms drives An Octoroon. Indeed, 
Jacobs-Jenkins play questions whether the performance modes of nineteenth-century melodrama 
can be persuasive today. These methods, which include the tableaux and the use of music to 
deepen the emotional intensity of the action, happen throughout An Octoroon. The sensation 
scene, however, joins these two interests together. The scene is the mixture of both a 
reengagement with older performance methods and sedimented time. In its original context, the 
sensation scene mixed pathos and action, overwhelming the audience. These scenes could 
include “extraordinary theatrical effects, often featuring disasters such as shipwrecks, 
avalanches, volcano explosions and so forth." 84 Sensation scenes were exciting in their own 
right, but the nineteenth-century audience particularly marveled at “the technical feat involved in 
replicating aspects of life that seemed beyond the resources of the stage." 85 The sensation scene 
operates on many levels of signification beyond the spoken word. It reveals an unspeakable truth 
to the characters and audience.  
 Jacobs-Jenkins' version of this scene begins with an admission of failure. Both BJJ, who 
steps out of his roles as George and M'Closky, and Playwright, a stand-in for Boucicault, confess 
that they overreached in recreating this element of nineteenth-century melodrama. Not only do 
                                                 
84 Matthew Wilson Smith, “Victorian Railway Accident and the Melodramatic Imagination,” Modern Drama 55, no. 
4 (Winter 2012): 508.  
 
85 Michael Diamond, Victorian Sensation: Or, the Spectacular, the Shocking, and the Scandalous in Nineteenth-
Century Britain (London: Anthem Press, 2003), 219. 
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they not have enough white actors to fill out the scene, but they acknowledge difficulty in 
manufacturing the theatrical tools in the modern theatre that result in the emotional effects 
produced by the sensation scene in the nineteenth century, namely, a sense of novelty and 
wonder.86  
 After a long didactic digression introducing the sensation scene, the three central male 
characters, BJJ, Playwright, and Assistant, narrate the events of Act IV. In the process, the three 
actors frantically switch among their roles. BJJ alternates between George and M’Closky, 
Playwright jumps between Wahontee and narrating, and Assistant pulls triple duty, narrating, 
playing Pete, and standing in for the crowd. The constant switching and direct address to the 
audience draws attention to the constructed and malleable nature of these characters. 
 It is difficult to recreate the novelty that melodrama held for nineteenth-century 
audiences. BJJ and Playwright, however, come up with what they consider the next best thing for 
the twenty-first- century theatre. To create “an actual experience of finality” to bring the 
audience “as close to death as possible."87 They do this by projecting a photograph of a lynching 
on the back wall of the space, and staging the trial of Wahnotee in front of and within the 
photograph. This extended interaction with the photograph makes up Jacobs-Jenkins' second use 
of sedimented time.88 
                                                 
86 Playwright expands on this: “you’re just supposed to make people think, for just a second, that what they’re 
seeing is real and dangerous and sort of novel” (Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 115), and “but part of the thrill, part 
of the Sensation of the scene, was giving people back then a sense of having really witnessed something” (Ibid., 
121). 
 
87 Ibid., 121.  
 
88 Jacobs-Jenkins use of the photograph is a nod to a major innovation of The Octoroon. Boucicault's drama turned 
on evidence provided by a photograph taken of M'Closky killing Paul. However, as BJJ and Playwright point out, 
twenty-first century audiences are no longer impressed or even swayed by photographic evidence. "We've gotten so 
used to photographs and moving images that we basically have learned how to fake photographs, so the kind of 
justice around which this whole thing hangs its actually kind of dated.” (Ibid., 120.) Thus, although the lynching 
scene hinges on the evidence provided by the photograph, it is not enough of a shock for twenty-first century 
audiences. 
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 The photograph chosen for the Soho Rep and Theatre for a New Audience productions 
was the August 7, 1930, lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith in Marion, Indiana. In the 
photo, Shipp and Smith hang from a tree in the background, while in the foreground a huge 
crowd of white spectators' smile, point at the bodies, and make eye contact with the 
photographer. The bodies of Shipp and Smith first draw the audiences' gaze, but the crowd plays 
a vital role in the creation of sedimented time: particularly because the production manipulates 
the projection so that the bodies seem to sway. This brings the crime into the present.89 This 
sense of urgent contemporaneity increases as the scene continues, when George steps forth to 
give an impassioned speech against lynch law, and the face of a man, staring at the audience and 
pointing at the bodies that are hanging behind him.  This version of the sensation scene mixes 
elements of different time periods, as the 1930s forces its way into 1859 (the time of The/An 
Octoroon). It is through this projection onto BJJ/George/M’Closky’s shirt that his body, which is 
ambiguously racialized to begin with, becomes the medium for bringing the violence of the 
Shipp/Smith lynching onto the stage without recreating it. This is one of the functions of 
sedimented time for Jacobs-Jenkins. As I will show with Suzan-Lori Parks, there is wide 
distinction between the sparseness of the stage directions and its performance.90  
 This instance of sedimented time positions the audience in a specific way, as the gaze of 
the man in the photograph interpellates the audience in the onstage events. This moment calls 
                                                 
 
89 This manipulation of the projection occurred in the TFANA production, but not in the Soho Rep one. The script 
does not specify a particular lynching photograph, "ASSISTANT has wheeled out an overhead projector. He projects 
a LYNCHING PHOTOGRAPH onto the back wall" (Ibid., 12). Yet, many productions which have followed the New 
York premiere have used the Shipp and Smith picture.  
 
90 There is second discrepancy between what the script calls for and its performance. In the Soho Rep production, 
BJJ/George is able to perform the lynch trial in front of the projection for only a few moments, because he is unable 
to see what he's doing. This moment, where the present overwhelms the past, is like the use of music. It is 
introduced in the script, but elaborated in production. 
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upon the community built by the laughter in the earlier sections, transforming the audience into 
members of the lynch mob after Wahnotee. As the audience was aware of which members were 
laughing at Minnie and Dido’s conversations, so they become cognizant when someone reacts to 
the photograph, whether by laughing or gasping. The photograph and the reaction it produced in 
the audience, rather than the explosion of the boat holding cotton into the audience (which is the 
element of sensation in Boucicault's play), is Jacobs-Jenkins revision of the sensation scene.  As 
the violence of the lynching spills beyond the photograph and onto the stage, so the culpability of 
the mob spills into the audience.91 
 Sedimented time allows Jacobs-Jenkins to create an approximation of witnessing real 
violence on stage. However, there is a moment at the end of the scene where the suggested 
violence becomes real. In a publicity image which was printed in Ben Brantley's New York Times 
review, Wahnotee places the noose that was to sit around his neck onto M’Closky and drags him 
offstage as he repeatedly screams “Help!”92 This is a complex moment and points to the cleavage 
between the characters and the bodies of the actors. Examining the characters, we see a Native 
American about to kill a white man. As I demonstrated in the Introduction, this has a particular 
racial history with roots in the Indian plays of the eighteenth century. But when we look at the 
bodies of the actors, a different image emerges: a white man dragging a screaming and bleeding 
black man off to be lynched. The danger referenced but controlled in the earlier in the scene 
reasserts itself. This moment of alienation will be the subject of the next section. And yet, the 
                                                 
91 Indeed, the uncomfortable laughter of the audience in the TFANA production which I saw in March and April of 
2015, mimics the reactions of the white characters in We are Proud to Present after the lynching scene ended. 
 
92 Ibid.,128.  
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precedent set earlier in the play is still at work. The lynching is not actually shown onstage, 
which fits in with the tradition of twentieth-century anti-lynching plays.93  
  If Jacobs-Jenkins' aural use of sedimented time operated through laughter, forcing the 
audience to reconsider their reactions to the material before them, the sensation scene also plays 
upon the audience's emotions. By mixing time periods and visual technology, Jacobs-Jenkins' 
version of the sensation scene forces the audience to make connections and viscerally feel the 
continuation of violence from the antebellum era to the present. The final section examines how 
sedimented time determines Jacobs-Jenkins' character creation. 
 
2.5:"It looks like it actually might hurt a little": Avatar Creation, Racialized Performance, and 
Sedimented Time  
 
 Sedimented time operates in We are Proud to Present and An Octoroon in similar ways, 
and particularly visible in performance. The third method through which Jacobs-Jenkins 
manipulates sedimented time in An Octoroon is at its core an element of playwriting.  
I call it avatar creation, adapting the term from Uri McMillan's Embodied Avatars: Genealogies 
of Black Feminist Art and Performance. Avatars, for McMillan, are “alternate beings given 
human-like agency” which are close to “second selves."94 These alternative beings draw 
attention to the bodies of the performers. They are also means of highlighting historically 
bound—and binding— categories available to black women. This process of avatar creation also 
comments on black identity itself.95 Thus, avatars for McMillan, allow a single identity to 
                                                 
93 Such plays include Angelina Weld Grimké, Rachel (1916); Mary P. Burrill, Aftermath (1919); Corrie Crandall 
Howell, The Forfeit (1925); Georgia Douglas Johnson, Sunday Morning in the South (1925); and Abram Hill and 
John Silvera's unperformed Living Newspaper, Liberty Deferred. 
 
94 Uri McMillan, Embodied Avatars: Genealogies of Black Feminist Art and Performance (New York: New York 
University Press, 2015), 12. 
 
95 Ibid., 12. 
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become trans-historical. They are able to account for the unnatural age of, for example, Joice 
Heth, a slave who advertised herself as George Washington’s wet nurse. She performed in an 
early version of Ringling Bros circus as a “living (yet impossibly old) embodiment of national 
history."96 
 Avatars are a useful way of distinguishing between the bodies of the actors and the 
bodies of characters. It allows me to track how actors can switch between many characters. 
While not using this term, Jacobs-Jenkins highlights the process of avatar creation in a 
metatheatrical interlude describing how the play came to be, entitled “The Art of Dramatic 
Composition: A Prologue.”97 In this scene, BJJ, a black playwright who shares Jacobs-Jenkins’ 
initials but is not the playwright, rejects what Rey Chow has called the coercive mimeticism of 
the theatrical forms that he is expected to create as a black playwright writing about black 
issues.98  These expectations include an accentuation of racist stereotypes like the “Football 
playing illiterate drug-addict magical negro” working to get of out a ghetto with his “obese 
girlfriend who is also pregnant and who also has AIDS."99 It also involves veering in the 
opposite direction and divorcing his work from the realities of everyday life, as a comment on 
                                                 
 
96 Ibid., 13.  
 
97 Jacobs-Jenkins title for this scene, referenced only in the script and not in performance, is a reference to an essay 
of the same name by Boucicault, published in the North American Review in 1878. Like An Octoroon, Jacobs-
Jenkins here rewrites a meditation on earlier American theatrical tradition.  
 
98 As described by Ray Chow, coercive mimeticism is a process when those “who are marginal to mainstream 
Western culture are expected (…) to resemble and replicate the very banal preconceptions that have been appended 
to them, a process in which they are expected to objectify themselves in accordance with the already seen and thus 
to authenticate the familiar imagines of them as ethnics." “Keeping Them in Their Place: Coercive Mimeticism and 
Cross-Ethnic Representation,” in The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002), 107. 
 
99 Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 32.  
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African folk tales.100 BJJ describes his decision to adapt The Octoroon and his attempt to 
reinvigorate an American classical form in order to break this cycle.  But this process came with 
risks, and BJJ (the character) was forced to adapt when his white actors dropped out because 
they refused to portray slave owners whose racism wasn’t self-reflective, who had “some 
monologue where he’s like ‘I don’t mean to be racist! It’s just complicated!"101 The white actors' 
unwillingness to engage with critical characters leads BJJ to take on the roles of two major male 
white characters: the heir to the Terrebonne estate, George Peyton, and the evil slave-driver- 
turned-plantation-owner, Jacob M’Closky. He plays them in whiteface, in the process creating 
two separate avatars. The collapse of these two historically and theatrically bound figures 
undermines whiteness and its performance in An Octoroon. I will first address how Jacobs-
Jenkins creates the avatars of George Peyton and Jacob M’Closky and then how he uses them in 
the historical and theatrical categories they represent.  
 As BJJ describes his rejection of coercive mimeticism, he calls upon another set of 
stereotypes for an alienated and constructed impersonation of whiteness, which is deliberately 
non-mimetic. 102The actors’ make-up, costume, and behavior choices are intended to" draw 
attention to their impersonations, and that the behaviors they performed were purposely 
exaggerated.”103 BJJ’s whiteface make-up is no different. It is caked on and applied only on the 
front of his face, so that there is a clear demarcation between his black skin and his white make-
                                                 
100 Or at least that's how white literary managers read BJJ's work (Ibid., 33). 
 
101 Ibid., 32.  This argument picks up a thread I begun in the introduction to this chapter.  
 
102 Ibid., 33.  In Race and Performative Historiography whiteface is the most commonly used cross- racial 
technology. 
 
103 Cherise Smith, Enacting Others: Politics of Identity in Eleanor Antin, Nikki S. Lee, Adrian Piper, and Anna 
Deavere Smith (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 13. 
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up. Additionally, BJJ makes no attempt to cover his hands, either with gloves or make-up, so that 
“whiteness” is conveyed only through the face. 
 BJJ's performance of whiteness is further destabilized, as he “becomes” white to the 
accompaniment of what the text describes as “bass-heavy, hyper masculine, crude, and probably 
‘ethnic’ music."104 The script suggests A$AP Rocky’s “F**kin’ Problems,” a song that 
celebrates black masculinity and sexuality, and creates a complex visual field wherein BJJ 
becomes white but simultaneously asserts his blackness.105  This give and take could point to and 
comment upon  the origins of whiteface minstrelsy as a tool of oppression of the Irish, marking 
both groups as equally “other” in terms of hegemonic American culture.106 But by the late 19th 
century, and certainly by the 20th and 21st, those origins had been stripped away. Whiteface is 
now more commonly used to  make fun of white culture.107 
 The deliberate representational artificiality and complex history of whiteface aids in 
BJJ’s production of the avatars of George Peyton and Jacob M’Closky.108 These two characters 
                                                 
104 Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 31.  
 
105 As mentioned in the Introduction, this song is also used as the transition music between "The Art of Dramatic 
Composition" and Act I, as well as Playwrights transformation from Boucicault to Wahontee.  
 
106 James P. Bryne makes an excellent summation of the oppressive origins of whiteface: “The whiteface minstrel 
show, which borrowed from the blackface its symbolic mask of visual identification in order to constitute the Irish 
as something other than the American ‘white working class.’ Whiteface and blackface were not only associated in 
theatricality; in a more profound sense, they both replicated similar stereotypes based on racist readings of black 
physiognomy. Essentially, the stereotyped Irishman, for a time, through whiteface, become pejoratively black; that 
is to say that, during the post-famine period, in an attempt to disclaim any appeal to citizenship, whiteface was used 
typologically to cast the Irishman as black in the popular press and public arena." “The Genesis of Whiteface 
in Nineteenth-Century American Popular Culture,” MELUS 29, no. 3/4 (Autumn-Winter 2004): 134. 
 
107 In Cities of the Dead, Joseph Roach describes how whiteface minstrelsy works during Mardi Gras: “Whiteface 
minstrelsy, which trades on stereotypical behaviors—such as white folks’ sometimes comically obsessive habits of 
claiming for themselves ever more fanciful forms of property, ingenious entitlements under the law, and exclusivity 
in the use of public space and facilities.” Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996), 236.  
 
108 It is important to note that in his edits, Jacobs-Jenkins erases all class differences among the white characters. 
Whereas The Octoroon included several stevedores, as well as a separate overseer, who BJJ rolled into George. An 
Octoroon’s white characters are all in positions of power. George, M’Closky, an auctioneer, and Captain Ratts (who 
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represent individual melodramatic types. George Peyton is the well-meaning master, while Jacob 
M'Closky fulfills the evil, scheming, slave-driver trope. These types were common characters in 
American melodrama, and come with a bevy of expected behaviors and performance tropes.109  
But because both hero and villain avatars exist in one body, all their attendant histories and 
actions are collapsed into a single, interchangeable entity. Indeed, the only difference between 
them comes in performance. When BJJ plays M'Closky, he puts on a broad accent and a 
mustache and hat. Thus, the distinctions between these avatars are porous and erasable. The ease 
which these boundaries are crossed appears to its greatest effect during the slave auction, when 
George and M’Closky fight over Zoe. A scene of high comedy, the slave auction is a moment 
best seen in performance, as the script only denotes that a fight occurs (“GEORGE rushes 
M’CLOSKY, slash himself, who draws his knife"),110 but provides no detail on how the 
confrontation should unfold.  In the Soho Rep production, the auction scene was an intense 
moment of shifting identities. George—or was it M’Closky? —circled himself, holding his 
double off. Rather than focus on Zoe’s sacrifice, or the sacrifice of Pete, who rejects the 
possibility of a better life in a show of loyalty to the Peytons, the audience watches this 
display.111   
                                                 
purchases the slaves of Terrebonne at great cost). This positions of power include women, as Dora Sunnyside, the 
daughter of the owner of the neighboring plantation, is left almost untouched by BJJ's edits. This separation makes 
even more stark the divisions between the black (enslaved and laboring) characters and the white characters. 
 
109 M'Closky also indicates a second historical category: the meddling Northern interloper who is the real evil of the 
slave system in the South. This figure is a key component of the nostalgic, "paternalistic racist myth of a genteel 
plantation culture." Harley Erdman, “Caught in the ‘Eye of the Eternal’: Justice, Race, and the Camera, from The 
Octoroon to Rodney King,” Theatre Journal 45, no. 3 (October 1993): 335. 
 
110 Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon, 110.  
 
111 This rapid-fire switch between avatars also occurs in the trial. However, in Act IV, the divisions between George 
and M’Closky are even more nebulous, as the actor also shifts into BJJ to narrate the action. All three identities are 
unstable from the very beginning of that scene. Crucially, the rapid shift between identities is framed as a comedic 
trick in the auction scene, but in the trial, it is a much more dangerous moment.  
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 Not only does avatar creation center race in its discussion of theatricality (by calling 
attention to, and undermining whiteness), but it is also an important but complex instance of 
sedimented time. Avatar creation draws attention to two different eras and separate performance 
styles in the body of one actor.112 BJJ's embodiment of George and M’Closky uses melodramatic 
performance styles. Although these characters are both amalgamations of several characters from 
The Octoroon, they are very much elements of the 19th century. However, their existence—and 
their particular, racialized construction—is a product of the 21st century. That is, we are always 
aware of why BJJ claimed he needed to play both characters. The lines between all these 
characters are so porous that BJJ, the third avatar used by Jacobs-Jenkins, who is very much a 
product of the twenty-first century, often shines through the cracks of the nineteenth century 
characters.  
 While the double casting of George and M'Closky is the most prominent example of this 
type of sedimented time, it does not stand alone. Considering the other racialized characters, 
Wahnotee and Pete/Paul, as avatars give depth to their characters, and also relies on sedimented 
time. The categorizations enumerated above also describe both Pete/Paul and Wahnotee.  The 
constructed nature of their characters is particularly prominent because the audience watches 
them put on black and redface, thus drawing attention to the division between the bodies of the 
actors and characters. Furthermore, their performance relies on racial stereotypes and tropes. 
                                                 
112 Although BJJ/George/M’Closky shift in and out of performance conventions associated with melodrama, Zoe—
and for that matter, Dora Sunnyside—are locked into the melodramatic performance conventions. BJJ imports Zoe’s 
dialogue almost without change from The Octoroon. She fulfills the role of the tragic mulatta, an important role in 
the melodramatic canon. In the performance at the Lincoln Center Theatre on Film and Tape Archive, when she 
confesses her true inheritance to George—pointing out tiny physical features that she deems “the mark of Cain” 
(Ibid., 76) and attributing certain personalities traits to her white or black blood “those seven bright drops give me 
love like yours—hope like yours—ambition like yours” while her black blood gives her “despair” (Ibid., 77)—it is 
underscored with tense music, and punctuated by melodramatic poses. 
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And just as the collapsing of George and M'Closky erases the difference between the two 
historical characters, so does the collapsing of Pete, an older man, and Paul, a younger man.   
 I begin my analysis with the triumvirate of Playwright/Wahnotee/ Lafouche. This group 
operates in similar ways to BJJ/George/M'Closky, in both the Prologue and main text of the play. 
This similarity is unsurprising given the mystical connection between the two, and their shared 
responsibility for crafting the play.113 But before we turn to Wahontee, we must also think about 
the character of Playwright. Although noted in the text by his profession, he gives himself a 
name: “a fecking world-class famous fecking playwright—right in your face. Dion 
Boucicault."114 His character affects an instance of sedimented time, as he both exists in his own 
time, but also is aware of his legacy, as he laments despite his great achievements, he has been 
forgotten, he was written out of history.115 
   Playwright, however, becomes an active participant in this version of sedimented time 
when he puts on redface to play Wahnotee. As mentioned in the introduction, this Native 
American character is deliberately assembled, as he combines several stereotypes of the stage 
Indian. His performance brings elements of the 18th century onto the stage.116 These elements 
include an invented language, which is assembled from bits of “Indian,” French, and “Mexican." 
Although he often speaks, Wahnotee primarily relies on brute gesture to communicate.117 This 
                                                 
113 This connection is explored in the prologue, where BJJ, while getting into whiteface, drinks an entire bottle of 
liquor and gives himself a powerful wedgie—whose effects translate to Playwright, while BJJ seems not to feel the 
effects (Ibid., 31). Playwright becomes drunker as the scene progresses, and tries to pick at his underwear (Ibid., 38). 
Also within this scene, Playwright expounds on the differences between the nineteenth-century theatre and its 
modern cousin, just as BJJ does throughout. 
 
114 Ibid., 40.  
 
115 Ibid., 38-40.  
 
116 Given the twenty-first century audience, Wahnotee could also be an example of the movie Native American, who 
dominated the screen in the 1950s and ’60s. 
 
117 Ibid., 59.  
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avatar includes other stereotypes, including a love for rum blinds him to situation around him,118 
an inclination to violence. Wahnotee smashes George’s camera when he thinks it killed Paul.119  
 Not only does Wahnotee participate in these stereotypes, but they are confirmed by those 
around him. For example, not only is he infantilized by Paul,120 but George also is 
condescending to him. During the trial, George chides Wahnotee when he tries to attack 
M'Closky: “No inginn, we deal justice here, not revenge; it isn't you he has injured, ’tis the white 
man, whose laws he has offended."121 
 Playwright's use of redface shows the constructed nature of Wahnotee's actions. 
Furthermore, Playwright similarly applies the make-up in front of the audience, demonstrating 
the deliberateness of the performance. Indeed, Playwright's use of redface emerges from a 
necessity similar to BJJ's use of whiteface: a lack of appropriate actors. However, in Playwright's 
case, the humor that emerges from this situation is quite macabre. He explains his use of redface 
by stating: “‘Course you still can’t find any Indian actors—hey, where did all the Indian’s 
go?”122 Thus Playwright, who played the role before as Boucicault, is required to put on redface 
because of the systemic genocide of the Native American population.  However, the stability of 
the redface is undermined, because Playwright plays another role of a different race. When he 
changes into his costume to become Lafouche, the auctioneer, he doesn't attempt to wash off the 
make-up. When the other characters point to his ultra-red face, he stammers that he got 
                                                 
 
118 Ibid., 60, 79. 
 
119 Ibid., 81.  
 
120 Ibid., 78.  
 
121 Ibid., 124.  
 
122 Ibid., 41.  
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sunburned. This is another moment best seen in performance, as it is not present in the script, and 
can be seen in the recording of An Octoroon at the Lincoln Center Theatre on Film and Tape 
Archive. 
 The lines between the avatars of BJJ/George/M’Closky are porous, and the lines between 
Playwright/Wahnotee/Lafouche are barely drawn. The differences between the avatars of 
Assistant and Pete/Paul, however, are harder to track. Assistant spends the majority of the play as 
Pete and Paul, rather than defining a separate "Assistant" character. Although Assistant puts on 
blackface at the same time as Playwright puts on redface, helping with the metatheatrical 
narration in Act IV, 123 the Assistant in his Pete/Paul roles receives much less attention than 
either BJJ or Playwright. This could be because there is significantly less movement between his 
characters--that is, he doesn't rapidly move from Assistant to Pete to Paul, but remains in one 
character for several scenes. Not only does he remain in one character (either Pete or Paul), but 
his performance remains the same 'folk figure' (as the stage directions indicate) throughout. 
Indeed, Pete treats this folk performance in a similar way as the donning of black/white/redface. 
When Pete first hears the white characters enter, the stage directions indicate that Pete 
“transforms into some sort of folk figure." 124 In performance this transformation takes several 
moments. Pete stretches before hunching his back, and appearing decades older than he did when 
he entered. Pete immediately insults Dido and Minnie, taking on a thick blackface accent. While 
Minnie and Dido switch in and out of this accent, Pete, and for that matter, Paul (for the short 
while he is on stage), maintain this characterization. Not only does Pete allow George to use 
                                                 
123 Ibid., 39. In the production at Theatre for a New Audience, the Assistant not only entered after everyone else, but 
was also playing on his iPhone, obviously “out” of the 19th-century world of the play. 
 
124 Ibid., 51.  
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racist language to address him: "What's the matter nigger Pete?",125 but he is seemingly happy to 
take part in the dehumanization of his fellow slaves:  
   GEORGE 
   Weren’t they all born on this estate? 
   PETE 
    Dem darkies? Born here? What? On Terrebonne! Don’t believe it, Mas’r  
   George—dem black things never was born at all; day crowed up one  
   mornin’ from da roots of a sassafras tree in the/swamp. 126 
 
In turning his fellow slaves into plants and pieces of the landscape, and his later attack on 
Minnie, Pete is completely a minstrel character and a “comic darky” figure.127 Thus, as Pete and 
Paul are drawn entirely from the original melodrama, they are nevertheless representatives of 
sedimented time, as they interact with the modern characters, and juxtaposing their behavior 
against the audience’s expectations. Like Wahnotee, M’Closky, and George, as well as the 
sensation scenes, Pete and Paul are direct reengagements with an older American theatrical 
tradition. Furthermore, the use of older theatrical forms helps Jacobs-Jenkins to center the 
performance of race and its technologies. 
 
 
                                                 
125 Ibid., 52.  
 




Dat’s de laziest nigger on dis here property. Don’t do nuffin. 
(PETE sits down on a bucket and immediately falls asleep) (Ibid., 55-6) 
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Conclusion: Terror is an Era, is an Era, is an era that gwane: Marys Seacole and the 
Future of Sedimented time.  
 
    At the beginning of Jackie Sibblies Drury's new play at LTC3, Marys Seacole, a black woman 
in Victorian dress and wig stands on a stool in the middle of the stage. Speaking with a heavy 
Jamaican accent, she recites the story of her meteoric rise. The set, however, is not a Victorian 
hospital, but a modern-day hospice. Bright florescent ricochet off of the sterile pink walls, and 
onto the hospital bed just stage right. As Mary Seacole, the formidable nurse and hospital 
founder of the nineteenth century discuss her life, medical practice and her travels, an older 
woman in a black dress and headscarf glides on stage to place a Bluetooth airpod in her ear. The 
older woman strips Seacole to reveal a modern nurses' uniform whose pink comfortable shoes 
had been peeking out below the dress the entire time. The boundaries between the past and the 
various presents are porous. The characters cross them, as do calls, bodies that drop through the 
ceiling, and cycles of abuse and neglect from mothers to daughters. Different eras are mixed 
together, as each generation of Jamaican women recreates their treatment on their daughters. The 
last scene of the play shows how three generations of black women comfort the three generations 
of white women, showing them prioritizing the relationship with their white patients over their 
family. All six women sit among the rubble of their relationship, which is also the destruction of 
the Crimean War.  
 While Marys Seacole is decidedly not about America, it uses sedimented time in much 
the same ways as We are Proud to Present and An Octoroon do. Deliberately using 
juxtapositions and imbrications of elements from multiple time periods, sedimented time keeps 
the audience on their toes. It becomes impossible to believe Mary's story of white benevolent 
patronesses when the characters recite versions of the same narrative, again and again, 
undermining it, until the audience sees the abuse for what it is.  
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 Like We are Proud to Present and An Octoroon, sedimented time in Marys Seacole 
enters through multiple avenues: from the costumes, and the Bluetooth that stretches across time, 
to the repetition of the earlier scenes. We are Proud to Present a Presentation and An Octoroon, 
sedimented time doesn't allow the past to stay in the past. These plays bring the past, dressed in 
the technologies of minstrelsy, covered in blackface, and speaking in a black voice, into the 
present.
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Chapter 3:  Fake News and Costly Change: Historical Synecdoche in 
Zoot Suit and Caroline, or Change.   
 
 Henry Reyna, a young Chicano, sits on a stool, made up of a solid bundle of newspapers, 
in jail.  Henry's de-constructed zoot suit—a bright purple shirt, collar rakishly up and askew, and 
crisp, oversized pants—stands in colorful contrast to the two-toned, and form-fitting suit of Sgt. 
Smith, a LAPD officer who looms menacingly over him.  Although he is in jail, there is very 
little about this interaction that follows police procedure. After Reyna refuses to answer a line of 
questioning about an incident that occurred the night before, Sgt. Smith rolls up his sleeves and 
beats Reyna into unconsciousness. While this casual brutality is not out of the ordinary—Lt. 
Edwards, another police officer admits that he had wrongfully arrested Reyna on car theft and 
continually tries to trip him up—its tools are.1 Sgt. Smith rolls up his shirt sleeves, and beats 
Reyna with what the script calls a rubber sap,2 but in performance is a rolled up newspaper. This 
is quite clearly a dehumanizing moment, as the rolled up newspaper brings to mind the 
disciplining of a pet. But it, along with the newspaper bundle which Reyna falls off of, into 
unconsciousness, points to a larger argument. The newspaper sap makes literal the beating Henry 
Reyna and his friends, the members of the 38th Street Gang,  took in the press. This usage of 
props is an example of the next technique of performative historiography, historical synecdoche. 
This chapter will describe this technique by juxtaposing the analysis of a play-with-music, Luis 
                                                 
1 Luis Valdez, Zoot Suit, in Zoot Suit And Other Plays (Houston, Texas: Arte Publico Press, 1992), 31.  
While shocking, Lt. Edward's physical and emotional abuse were extreme versions of common, yet still racist, 
behavior. Henry, for example, was arrested three years prior to the events in the play for stealing a car which was 
revealed to be his father's (Ibid., 31), and April describes the cops rushing into his house to arrest Henry, only to find 
out that he was already in jail (Ibid.,  50). This level of constant suspicion and prior assumption of criminality from 
the police consistently resonated with the audience, and connected the events of the play to the contemporary 
moment. This was especially a topic of conversation at the talkback I attended after the performance of Zoot Suit on 
February 16th, 2017.   
 
2 Ibid., 33.  
 83 
Valdez’s 1978 Zoot Suit, directed by himself in a 2017 revival, with Tony Kushner and Jeanine 
Tesori’s musical Caroline, or Change (2003), directed by George C. Wolfe.  
 Like the other two techniques of performative historiography, historical synecdoche takes 
a well-established element of theatrical performance—in this case, the use of props—but 
changes it, transforming the props to construct an argument about race. While it might seem 
strange to use a literary device to describe a theatrical technique, the theatre has, in fact, long 
described props in these terms.  Andrew Sofer asserts in his monograph The Stage Life of 
Props, that props serve as “visual short-hands” pointing to the world beyond the play, suggesting 
socioeconomic milieu and time period, as well as serving to describe the characters.3 
Furthermore, props are given meaning by being used by the actors, so that the confederate flag in 
Underground Railroad Game means something different when it is used by Stuart to attack 
Caroline, than when it  hangs in the background. Historical synecdoche builds upon Sofer’s 
ideas, but emphasizes a physical element. I argue that historical synecdoche is a technique 
through which props physicalize a historical argument onstage, corporealizing it so it has a 
physical presence for both the actors and the audience.  
 This technique of performative historiography can take many forms—whether it is the 
coalescing of the vitriol and racism of the Hearst Press into a character aptly named the Press, as 
in Zoot Suit, or the coins that strike against the side of Caroline’s bleach cup, representing 
economic opportunity, but also a new form of servitude, in Caroline, or Change. Furthermore, 
these props point to the use of synecdochic thinking to break down historical moments of 
oppression and of racial tension, and approaching them through their constituent parts. Because 
                                                 
3 Andrew Sofer, Theater: Theory/Text/Performance: The Stage Life of Props  (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2010), 20.  
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historical synecdoche operates in a similar matter as props do, it also functions linearly, relying 
on the props and characters progressing through the play. 
   Not only do these plays operate through synecdoche, a rhetorical device in which a 
constituent part is referred to as the whole (like saying "wheels" for a car), they also work 
through a logic of metonymy, which is a related device whereby an adjacent word is used to 
stand in for the whole (like "track" for horse racing). Caroline, or Change and Zoot Suit employ 
both logics in their use of historical synecdoche. Indeed, Kushner and Valdez stretch the 
meaning of the word “prop” to include costumes — the eponymous and ubiquitous zoot suits, as 
well as Caroline's maid uniform — and abstracted speaking objects.  In Zoot Suit, the primary 
props are newspapers, including their various physical manifestations, but also are personified in 
the character of the Press.  The props in Caroline, or Change include speaking appliances, 
Caroline's uniform, as well as the coins and twenty-dollar that are given to Caroline as an 
unofficial raise. 
  Furthermore, Valdez and Kushner's use of historical synecdoche depends on similar 
types of props.  Both plays highlight pieces of paper, or metal, which circulate and convey 
written information. Valdez’s newspapers and Kushner’s coins and bills create systems of 
exchange within the world of their plays. The newspapers and coins not only convey information 
from character to character, but they also participate in a system of active racialization of the 
38th Street Gang, and Caroline. 
            The Press formulates the majority of racialization of the 38th Street Gang, constantly 
infantilizing and dehumanizing the Mexican-American characters (they are referred to as “Boy 
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Gangs” participating in “Boy Wars”),4 and their neighborhoods, which are “zooter-infested,”5 
thus likening the batos to insects. The press' racialization occurs through theatrical means as 
well. El Pachuco takes Henry to the “barrio streets of your mind"6 while  he’s being beaten in 
prison, and once Henry passes out,  the audience sees his mother hanging up clothes on a 
clothesline. These clothes, various parts of the zoot suit outfit, are made up of newsprint. This 
creates a palimpsest, whereby clothing that was representative of Pachuco style is overlaid by 
xenophobic and fear-mongering headlines  about those very clothes. Although these particular 
outfits were never worn, they physicalize Press's methods which used the image of the Zoot Suit 
to villainize and victimize the Mexican-American population.  
            As I shall argue in the second section, Caroline is continually placed in a subject position 
by her job as a maid for a white family. Domestic labor was racially charged in the south, as it 
was work that only a generation or two previously was done for free during slavery, and in the 
60s, severely underpaid and devalued. Through Rose's (Caroline's employer and Noah's step-
mother) plan, Caroline is constantly reminded of her poverty, made obvious by the change that a 
single quarter can make a significant difference in her life. We will explore this at greater length, 
especially in regards to Caroline’s uniform, and self-presentation.     
 Not only do Valdez and Kushner use these props to draw attention to a process of 
racialization and racial oppression, but both Zoot Suit and Caroline, or Change heavily relied on 
older American performance traditions. Not only was Valdez deeply influenced by the Living 
Newspapers of the Federal Theatre Project, but his theatre company was also invested in the use 
                                                 
4 Valdez, Zoot Suit, 28. 
 
5 Ibid., 79.  
 
6 Ibid., 33.  
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of Mexican performance forms. El Teatro Campesino (or the Farmworkers Theater) emerged 
from the mid-century crucible of Chicana/o artistic and political activism and was part of a 
rapidly growing theater movement in centers of Chicana/o population (in the South, North, and 
Midwest of the country). ETC was dedicated to “portraying the life, heritage, and problems of 
Chicanas/os in this country.”7 While ETC was always invested in theatrical representation, the 
theatre was originally conceived as a union tool, as a wing of the United Farm Workers Union 
during the Delano Grape strike, which began in 1965. ETC organized, fundraised and politicized 
the workers who were striking.8  The group, led by Valdez but operating as a collective, 
performed short skits called actos for the striking workers on flatbed trucks in front of the labor 
camps.9 Using stock characters such as El Patron (the boss), Don Coyote (the labor contractor), 
and El Esquirol (the scab), these performances created a new art form. The actos drew on the 
amalgamation of several performance techniques, including the use of masks, and techniques 
similar to the commedia dell’arte style of the San Francisco Mime Troupe, plots drawn from 
Federico García Lorca productions, and Brecht’s Lehrstücke plays. As ETC grew larger, Valdez 
and his company members began to include elements from the Mexican carpa or tent show, 
which in turn drew on older performance forms, allowing actors to “say difficult things to people 
without offending them. We could talk about people being cowards, for example. Instead of 
being offensive, it would be funny. Yet it could communicate union issues."10  In addition to  the 
carpas, ETC took advantage of the form's humor, using it as a distancing device. To the carpas 
                                                 
7 Yolanda Broyles-González, El Teatro Campesino: Theater in the Chicano Movement  (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1994), xi.  
 
8 Ibid., x-xii.  
 
9 Xavier, Politics and Chicano Culture, 178.  
 
10 Broyles-González. El Teatro Campesino,13. 
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they added interests in verbal jousting, as well as a myriad of different performance modes, 
including dance, live and prerecorded music, acrobatics, and the use of marionettes (títeres).11 
 However, the version performed at the Mark Taper Forum, and taken subsequently to 
Broadway, only made nods to the Mexican and Chicano traditions. These forms are used to 
greater effect in the early drafts of Zoot Suit. The first two drafts—the first, written 11/28/77, and 
the second, 2/28/78, available at UCLA’s Charles E. Young Research Library—show Valdez 
experimenting with a more detailed historical world. The drafts are full of references to quotidian 
life in LA during wartime. The first two drafts differ significantly both from each other—the 
second draft introduces both El Pachuco and the Press, as well as relying on Mexican and 
Mexican-American performance forms, like the Corrido12 —as well as from the final draft. 
Readers of the drafts mark Valdez becoming more theatrically experimental, even as he becomes 
less historically bound. For example, back-and-forth dialogue conveys the historical content in 
the early drafts, which makes for informed, but dull stagecraft. 13  Valdez made several other 
structural changes between the versions, including initially opening the play after the trial is 
completed, demonstrating that the Sleepy Lagoon murder case was an instance in a larger trend 
of racial and economic oppression, rather than its apotheosis. 
                                                 
11 Ibid., 48.   
 
12 The Corrido is a musical form, much like a ballad, that uses simple language to tell stories. Importantly, this form 
is written exclusively in the vernacular.  
 
13 The first two drafts place the trial—and the subsequent jailing of the gang—in a greater historical context. The 
Sleepy Lagoon Defense committee occupies office space, and the characters who work there, Alice Bloomfield and 
George Shearer, have fully fleshed out backgrounds. For example, Alice who is Jewish-American, speaks in 
Yiddish, and George, who is Lebanese-American, often refers to his Arabic heritage. Furthermore, there is a greater 
sense of intersectional oppression as Henry Reyna’s family gains greater social status by taking land from a 
Japanese-American farmer who killed himself rather than give up his farm and be relocated. Just as important, in the 
drafts, the identity of ‘Chicano’ is put under pressure, and a greater nuance is brought to Mexican-American 
citizenship and belonging in the polity. Luis Valdez, “Zoot Suit: A Play, Draft One,” November 28, 1977. Alice 
Greenfield McGrath Papers, 1917-2009. UCLA Library Special Collections. 
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 While not developed with a theater company, Caroline, or Change interacts with an older 
theatrical tradition by manipulating the figure of the mammy, the domestic worker who is warm 
and loving to her charges at the expense of her own family. As this chapter will argue,  Kushner, 
Tesori, and the costume designer Paul Tazewell, summon the mammy figure, but only to dismiss 
her. While Caroline may be a maid, she is in no way a mammy. Furthermore, while a musical, 
Caroline eschews traditional musical conventions. Conceived as a commission for the San 
Francisco Opera, the musical is nearly sung through.14 While this is common among many 
contemporary musicals (see Hamilton for example), the size of the musical was also a 
transformation of American musical tradition. Caroline, or Change is an intimate, semi-static 
piece, focusing on a poor, African-American middle-aged working mother of four children. This 
is a character who is rarely seen on Broadway.15  This intimacy reflects the world of the play, 
which is filled with “small domestic tragedies." 16 
 Kushner's semi-autobiographical musical follows the dissolution of the relationship 
between Noah Gellman (Harrison Chad in the Public, and Broadway productions) and his 
family’s overworked and underpaid maid, Caroline Thibodeaux (Tonya Perkins). Noah leaves 
change in his pockets, and Rose Stopnick Gellman (Veanne Cox), his stepmother gives these 
coins to Caroline as a backdoor raise. The musical immerses its audience in the zeitgeist of 1963, 
and through a series of anthropomorphized domestic appliances, the Washer, Dryer, and Radio, 
                                                 
14 Tony Kushner, and Jeanine Tesori, Caroline, or Change : A Musical (New York: Theatre Communications 
Group, 2004), xi. The sung-through musical is a genre wherein there is little-spoken dialogue outside the context of 
a song. Proponents of this form champion it because it provides a more natural experience for the audience since it is 
less disruptive if the characters are constantly singing, rather than starting and stopping. Stacy Wolf, Changed for 
Good: A Feminist History of the Broadway Musical (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 17.  
 
15 Ibid., 176.  While there are a few traditional Broadway-style dance numbers—Roosevelt Petrucius Coleslaw, the 
song that Emmie, the other Thibodeaux children, and Noah sing at the end of Act One, as well as the Chanukah 
party—the majority of the musical follows Caroline’s everyday actions, as she sits or stands while working. 
 
16 Kushner and Tesori, Caroline, 79.  
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as well as Caroline's Maid's uniform, and even the coins and twenty-dollar bill, Kushner 
corporealizes the economic, emotional, and physical costs of domestic labor on African-
American women. The story primarily unfolds in the Gellman's cramped basement, or Caroline's 
house, both of which are domestic spaces imbued with particular meaning.  
 Zoot Suit, on the other hand is a primarily public story, and Valdez critiques public 
institutions. Zoot Suit is the fictionalization of the Sleepy Lagoon Murder Trial and reveals how 
the Hearst family owned Press and the LAPD promoted indefensible charges against the 
Mexican-American population of Los Angeles, stirring up xenophobia and classism. While the 
main focus of the play-with-music is a critique of the power structures that manipulated events to 
demonize Chicanos, Valdez also channels this critique through the lens of a particular group of 
friends, and a single Chicano family.  
 My attention to the props in both Zoot Suit and Caroline represents a crucial intervention 
in the scholarship on these works. While the secondary literature touches on the main props in 
both plays—Zoot Suit's newspapers, and Caroline's appliances, coins and twenty-dollar bill—
their onstage operation is rarely addressed. Indeed, critical concentration often focuses on 
questions of identity politics. A majority of academic engagement with Zoot Suit, traces the 
parentage of the play. Scholarship on Caroline tends to bifurcates itself into discussions on either 
the Jewish-American or African-American characters.17 
                                                 
17 An important similarity between Zoot Suit and Caroline is that while both plays were developed by influential 
regional theaters and had great financial and artistic success there. Both productions suffered critical and financial 
setbacks and had short runs when they moved to Broadway. Reviews of Zoot Suit often found the performance to be 
a " bewildering mixture of styles — realism, stylization, agitprop and plain showbiz gaudiness — that clash and 
undermine one another" (Richard Eder, “Theater: Zoot Suit,’ Chicano Music‐Drama,” The New York Times, March 
26, 1979.) The production also suffered from low turn-out—as the marketing team advertised heavily in the Latino 
communities in New York, not realizing that the majority Puerto Rican and Dominican communities had little 
interest in Mexican-American, or Los Angeles history. The production closed after five-weeks and a loss of 
$825,000 (Broyles-González, El Teatro Campesino, 179).  
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` This chapter will focus on the Luis Valdez directed revival of Zoot Suit, which opened in 
February of 2017 at the Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles,18  as well as on the George C. Wolfe 
directed production of Caroline in 2004 at the Public Theatre. For the performance analysis of 
Caroline, or Change, I use a recording housed in the Theatre on Film and Tape archive at 
Lincoln Center, taped January 30th, 2004. 19 
 
Untangling the Fact from the Fantasy: Historical Synecdoche, Newspapers, and Zoot Suit.  
 
 
 Zoot Suit puts forward a version of Pachuco life in L.A during the Second World War.20 
Despite leaving some of the theatrical innovations behind in the earlier drafts, the version of Zoot 
Suit performed at the Taper is theatrically complex. Particularly through an explosive mixture of 
spoken dialogue and song, equally divided between English, Spanish, and caló—a Chicano slang 
language.21 The main action of the play investigates the Sleepy Lagoon Murder trial, the largest 
mass trial in Los Angeles history. Zoot Suit also stages the trial's aftermath, and as well as its 
                                                 
While Caroline did not have the same race based criticism that Zoot Suit suffered, it did not do as well on Broadway 
as expected, and only arrived on the Great White Way only arrived after an intense fundraising campaign 
spearheaded by Kushner himself (Wolf, Changed for Good, 176). 
 
18 I attended the February 16th and 18th performances of this production. 
 
 19 George C. Wolfe, Caroline, or Change, Theatre on Film and Tape Archive (New York: Public Theatre, 2004).  
 
20 Pachuco is the name of the subculture that included the wearing of Zoot Suits, and speaking caló. While primarily 
Mexican-American, Zoot Suit makes it clear that belonging in this culture is equally a display of socio-economic 
status, and respect. Tommy Roberts, who is of Irish descent, a point of contention when the batos are in jail (Valdez 
40), defines his membership in the gang as a matter of environment. When Alice tries to single him out, he shoots 
her down with " Well, just remember this, Alicia...I grew up right along-side most of these batos, and I’m pachuco 
too. Simón, esa, you better believe it!" (Valdez, Zoot Suit, 68-9). 
 
21 Caló is a "subversive form of slang developed by Pachuca/os enabled the Mexican American youth of the 1940s 
to communicate in ways that their Spanish-speaking parents could not understand."  Like the use of modern slang 
and accent in An Octoroon, the use of caló also identified a certain portion of the audience. Ashley Lucas. “Prisoners 
on the Great White Way: ‘Short Eyes’ and ‘Zoot Suit’ as the First US Latina/O Plays on Broadway,” Latin 
American Theatre Review 43, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 129. 
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place in the larger racist crackdown against Mexican-Americans by the LAPD. Through 
historical synecdoche Valdez argues that the Hearst Newspapers fueled this crackdown, by 
printing racist and xenophobic vitriol. Zoot Suit follows Henry Reyna (Matias Ponce in the 2017 
revival) and four members of the 38th Street Gang—Smiley Torres (Raul Cardona), Joey Castro 
(Oscar Camacho), and Tommy Roberts (Caleb Foote), who call themselves batos, a caló slang 
word for dude or gangster, as they deepen their relationship with Alice Bloomfield (Tiffany 
Dupont), the secretary and vocal spokesperson for the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee.22 
 Two diametrically opposing figures El Pachuco (Demian Bichir) "the very image of the 
Pachuco myth,"23 and the Press (Tom G. McMahon) the living mouthpiece of the vitriol 
expressed in the newspapers, manipulate the events of the play.24  Valdez employs many forms 
of newspapers, from collective bundles, to individual newsprint. These papers serve various 
purposes, morphing from props to conveyers of textual information, and even standing in for 
characters. But no matter their function, they all serve to highlight the close relationship between 
the LAPD and the Hearst Press, and the actions taken by the city government against their own 
citizens. Historical synecdoche and performative historiography make these arguments 
possible.25    
                                                 
22  Valdez takes several liberties with the cast of characters, as well as the unfolding of historical events. The 
historical committee was much larger, as was the defense team, which included seven lawyers. The majority of these 
changes were for clarity's sake, although Valdez's changes did result in a stripping of agency from the primarily 
Chicana historical figures.   
 
23 Valdez, Zoot Suit, 24.  
 
24 El Pachuco is identified as a supernatural being. He serves as a Master of Ceremonies for the play. He also starts 
and stops the action, and comments on the events that just occurred. The Press essentially is El Pachuco's dark 
double, but has fewer metatheatrical powers 
 
25 Valdez was inspired, in both content and tone, by a pamphlet by Guy Endore entitled "The Sleepy Lagoon 
Mystery," which traces the development of relationship between the LAPD and the Hearst newspapers. 
Furthermore, it shows how this dragnet was executed. A significant amount of the dialogue for Zoot Suit was taken 
from this pamphlet. Valdez acknowledges this debt in an essay in the 1978 program, entitled “From a Pamphlet to a 
Play.” 
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 The first section will trace how the Hearst Newspapers, and its metonymic representative, 
the Press, constructs these narratives of criminality. Then, it will turn to how historical 
synecdoche continues these arguments through the bundles of newspapers which seem to 
exponentially proliferate across the stage. Finally, I will demonstrate how El Pachuco and 
Chicano culture disrupt this narrative.   
 
3.1:" Is that the way to sell papers, or is that the way to sell papers?":  Building the case against 
the Hearst Press.  
 
 Using historical synecdoche, Valdez constructs his argument against the Hearst Press in a 
variety of ways. The first, using the metonymy of the Press's character, traces ways in which he 
perpetuates prejudice. As we can see, any action of the batos are immediately translated to 
sensational headlines: 
  PRESS: how about it, Lieutenant? What’s the real scoop on the Sleepy Lagoon?  
  Sex, violence… 
  CUB REPORTER: Marijuana? 
  NEWSBOY: Read all about it! Mexican Crime Wave Engulfs L.A. 26 
 
We can see how these conjectures are immediately transformed into headlines. The Press 
transmits and solidifies a particular depiction of the 38th Street Gang the moment it occurs. In 
many ways, the Press functions as a news source much more like the social media platform 
Twitter, rather than a newspaper, which publishes in a print edition only once a day. Much like 
Twitter, the Press, and his various cronies, the Cub Reporter and the Newsboy, use their 
positions to incite racial hatred, and violence. During Valdez’s recreation of the Zoot Suit Riots, 
                                                 
26 Ibid., 38.  
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an incident when several branches of the U.S military invaded Los Angeles, looking for “zoot 
suiters” to strip and beat, the Press stands in the audience, provoking the Marines and Sailors to 
further violence. The Press’ rhetoric becomes increasingly racist until it culminates in his 
direction to “KILL THE PACHUCO BASTARD!!" 27 
 The Press’ speedy transformation of assumption into fact matches his ability to force the 
Chicana/o characters to ventriloquize his views. In the first moments of the play, when the 38th 
Street Gang are first arrested by a sudden overflowing police presence, they are simultaneously 
interrogated by the Press, and are forced to recite headlines that blame their community for 
serious crimes. The Press takes advantage of his captive audience and directs the performance of 
the headlines himself.28 Reciting headlines, is a technique that Valdez returns to at several points 
throughout the play, as it serves to establish the events in the timeline through active theatrical 
means.  
 Not only are the recitation of the headlines a demonstration of the Press's power, but it is 
also an indication of his dehumanization tactics, and his influence. The 38th Street Gang thus 
inhabit roles that the Press designed for them:  
  PRESS: The City of the Angels, Monday, August 2, 1942. The Los Angeles  
  Examiner, Headline: 
  THE LINEUP: (In Chorus). Death Awakens Sleepy Lagoon. (Breath) LA shaken  
  by Lurid "Kid" murder. 
  PRESS: The City of the Angels, Monday, August 2, 1942. The Los Angeles  
   Times Headline: 
  THE LINEUP: One Killed, Ten Hurt in Boy Wars: (Breath) Mexican Boy Gangs  
  Operating Within City 
                                                 
27 Ibid., 81.  
 
28 The stage directions emphasize the instantaneity of the Press' involvement. As the two police officers, Sergeant 
Smith and Lieutenant Edwards place the arrested Pachucos in a line, there is a near seamless transition between the 
sounds of police activity, and the world of the press. The stage directions tell us that "The PACHUCHOS turn 
upstage in a line with their hands up. The sirens fade and give way to the sound of a teletype. The PACHUCOS turn 
and form a lineup, and the PRESS starts shooting pictures" (Ibid., 28).  
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  PRESS The City of the Angels, August 2, 1942. Los Angeles Herald Express  
   Headline:  
  THE LINEUP Police Arrest Mexican Youths. Black Widow Girls in Boy Gangs.    
  (....) 
  PRESS The Los Angeles Daily News Headline:  
  BOYS IN THE LINEUP Police Nab 300 in Roundup.  
  GIRLS IN THE LINEUP Mexican Girls Picked Up in Arrests. 
   LIEUTENANT EDWARDS Press Release, Los Angeles Police Department: A  
  huge showup of nearly 300 boys and girls rounded up by the police and sheriff's  
  deputies will be held tonight at eight o'clock in Central Jail at First and Hill  
  Street. Victims of assault, robbery, purse snatching, and similar crimes are  
  asked to be present for the identification of suspects.29  
 
 Not only are they infantilized (as I mentioned in the introduction to this section) but they are 
simultaneously racialized and criminalized. The batos become the scapegoats for any form of 
crime that occurs in LA—not only the murder that occurred at the Sleepy Lagoon. Furthermore, 
the Press’s recitation of the newspapers that carry these stories shows the limitlessness of this 
conspiracy, as well as how quickly the Press can disseminate their own particular vision: these 
stories were all published the same day.  
 Not only does the press control how the public sees the Chicano population, but it 
invades their lives. After Sgt. Smith beats Henry during his initial interrogation, he passes out. El 
Pachuco facilities his “escape through the barrio streets of his mind.”30 When Henry returns to 
the barrio, his mother, Dolores is doing laundry. The stage directions tell us that "newspaper 
sheets"  make up clothing that she hangs to dry.31 In the Taper production, sheets formed the 
elements of the zoot suit —the oversized pants, the wide collared shirt. Thus, not only does the 
Press force the Chicano characters into perpetuating stereotypes, but this small stage business 
                                                 
29 Ibid., 28-9.  
 
30 Ibid., 33.  
 
31 Ibid., 33.  
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also shows how much control they have over the Reyna's families lives. That the perception of 
the zoot suits quite actually becomes the zoot suits. 
 Through historical synecdoche, Valdez shows how the Press shapes the public perception 
of the 38th Street Gang. However, the Press' reach goes even further, invading and influencing 
the court in an extrajudicial manner.  
.  
3.2:  A trial just for show: The Press's influence on the Court.  
 
 Not only does the Press orchestrate the trial in the court of public opinion, but he also 
convicts the 38th Street Gang in a court of law. Valdez solidifies the linkage between the Hearst 
Press and the District Attorney’s office as the Press becomes the Prosecution during the trial. As 
the scene shifts to create the Court Room, McMahon sets the scene first as the Press:  
 The largest mass trial in the history of Los Angeles County opens this morning in   
 the Superior Court at ten A.M. The infamous Sleepy Lagoon Murder case    
 involves sixty-six charges against twenty-two defendants with seven lawyers   
 pleading for the defense, two for the prosecution. The District Attorney estimates   
 that over a hundred witnesses will be called.32 
As he speaks, the Press transforms into the Prosecution. McMahon strips off his jacket and his 
hat with the ‘Press’ placard, and places both on a nearby newspaper bundle.33 In the performance 
I saw on February 18th, 2017, McMahon laid his costume on a bundle directly in front of my 
seat. So that whenever he moved about the stage as the Prosecution, I saw it above the 'Press' 
                                                 
32 Ibid., 52. The Press’ dialogue immediately calls attention to the differences between the historical record and what 
is able to be represented onstage. In Valdez's version, there are only four defendants, and a single lawyer for each 
side, as well as a single witness.  
 
33 This transformation is present only in performance. In Valdez's published script, there's no sign of a transformation. 
The script addresses the Press as the Prosecution immediately (Ibid., 52).  
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placard, making the connection unavoidable. Indeed, the simplicity of this transformation 
suggests that the dividing line between the two is non-existent. Not only are these two roles 
double-cast, but the tactics that the Press used to stir up hatred are also used by the Prosecution. 
Both men attempt to convict the batos with essentially no facts or concrete evidence. During the 
opening statements, George Shearer, the 38th Street Gang's lawyer, confronts the sloppy 
evidentiary work of the Prosecution who pulls, he claims " objects from all over the place, none 
of which were found at Sleepy Lagoon, and none of which have been proven to be associated 
with my clients in any way."34 
 But I find the most significant correlation between the Press and the Prosecution is in the 
Prosecution’s closing argument. The rhetoric used by the Prosecution plays upon methods of 
mass hysteria, threatening a tsunami of crime that will change the very nature of the city, much 
like the Press’ headlines. But, now in the guise of a government appointee, the Prosecution 
bluntly speaks, and an official narrative deploys racial fears:  
 We are dealing with a threat and danger to our children, our families, our homes.   
 Set these Pachucos free, and you shall unleash the forces of anarchy and    
 destruction in our society. Set these pachucos free and you will turn them into   
 heroes. Others just like them must be watching us at this very moment. What   
 nefarious schemes can they be hatching in their twisted minds? Rape, drugs,   
 assault, more violence? Who shall be their next innocent victim in some dark   
 alley way, on some lonely street? You? You? Your loved ones? No! Henry Reyna  
 and his Latin juvenile cohorts are not heroes. They are criminals, and they must   
 be stopped. The specific details of this murder are irrelevant before the    
 overwhelming danger of the pachuco in our midst.35  
 
                                                 
34 Ibid., 60.  This was also a hallmark of the original trial. In the transcript of the appellate court's judgement, Judge 
White ruled that " our examination of the record in this case convinces us that there is a complete lack of material 
and relevant evidence from which the jury could properly find or infer that appellants formed a conspiracy of the 
kind and type, or for the purposes, claimed by the prosecution". J. White. People v. Zamora, No. 2d. 369 (66 Cal. 
App. 1944), 202.  
 
35 Ibid., 62.  
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The Prosecution's statement interpolates the audience. He specifically addresses them, furthering 
his paranoid predictions. This opening statement is Zoot Suit's most extended adaptation of the 
historical record. Jacqueline O’Conner estimates that “Approximately one-third of the play is 
taken verbatim from newspapers, court transcripts, and letters."36 Valdez adapted, almost 
verbatim, the Prosecution's argument, that if the courts did not punish the Pachucos, they would 
be regarded as heroes, from the police statements to the Grand Jury. This language echoes a 
letter by Vernon Rasmussen, Captain Homicide Subversive Bureau: 
 the continual violator who receives suspended sentences and considerable    
 publicity in the prosecution of his case, is usually held in high esteem by his   
 fellow associates, due to the fact that he has been fortunate enough to have   
 committed various crimes and has avoided prosecution. In other words, he is   
 regarded among the remainder of the gang as a ‘big shot’ and one whose    
 association is desired by the various members of the gang.37 
 
Valdez's transforms this passive letter to the Prosecutor's active statement. This alteration 
includes specific threats of both physical and sexual violence. This change is a key element in his 
larger historical project to make three-dimensional the method by which the press and the LAPD 
created these racist and racializing narratives. Along with the immediacy of the Press' headlines, 
and how he forces the Chicano characters to participate in their own dehumanization, Valdez 
uses the tools of historical synecdoche to establish how the Press concocted their version of 
events. 
                                                 
36 “Facts on Trial: Documentary Theatre and Zoot Suit,” in Interrogating America Through Theatre and 
Performance, eds. William W. Demastes and Iris Smith Fischer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 182.  
 
37 "Correspondence from Vernon Rasmussen to Ernest W. Oliver, Foreman, Grand Jury, Los Angeles County, 
August 12, 1942," Alice Greenfield McGrath Papers, 1917-2009. UCLA Library Special Collections. 
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 Valdez uses historical synecdoche in a variety of ways. Not only to establish how the 
press constructed these events, but also to prove how the Chicano characters fought back. 
Through close attention to Zoot Suit's use of props, particular newspapers in their various 
forms—bundles, loose leaf print—costumes (such as the zoot suits), and further metonymic 
characters, we can see how Valdez uses historical synecdoche to draw the connections between 
the LAPD and the Hearst Press manufactured a crime wave. However, this I will pay particular 
attention to the newspaper bundles in the next section.  
 
3.3:  Fake News, Real Consequences: Newspaper bundles and the law. 
 
 Valdez’s introduction and use of newspaper bundles was his most significant innovation 
from Zoot Suit's earlier drafts. While they draw our attention to the role of the press, the bundles 
are non-realistic, as they are constructed out of plaster to bear the weight of the actors and be 
tossed around. Because they are made of plaster, their composition freezes the papers at a 
particular time, particularly the same headlines on the scrim.38 Thus, the headlines show a 
disconnect between the behavior of the Press, who reports on events simultaneously as they 
occur, and the information provided by the newspapers. These papers are suspended in the 
xenophobic frenzy which began the show. 
 This frenzy is indicated by the amount of bundles present on the stage. Indeed, the first 
act saw these bundles brought out with such frequency that the machinations of the press felt 
overwhelming. This stage business, where every scene another cart stacked high with newspaper 
                                                 
38 The play begins with an empty stage, broken only with a larger than life facsimile of a front page of The Los 
Angeles Herald Express, dated August 1942, serving as the scrim. The headlines are an unhistorical pastiche of 
stories, juxtaposing events that occur later in the war, like actor Leslie Howard's disappearance in 1943 with events 
that occurred earlier, such as the First Battle of Kiev in 1941.  These headlines construct a tension between America 
as prey — the largest headline, suspended above the masthead, screams AMERICAN BOMBER VICTIM OF JAP 
RAIDER— and the County of Los Angeles as predator: "Grand Jury to Act in Zoot Suit War." 
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bundles would arrive, suggested that Press never stopped. In fact, the agents of the Press brought 
out so many bundles that there wasn't enough space on the stage for the first confrontation 
between the 38th Street Gang and the Downey Boys, when the play flashes back to the club. The 
two gangs moved the bunches offstage, where they sat on the floor surrounding the lip of the 
stage for the rest of the performance. Because the bundles sat in the nebulous space between the 
audience and the stage, they served as a sort of solid scrim, whereby the action on stage was 
always seen first over them. 39 
   As one of the key elements of historical synecdoche, the bundles also serve an 
architectural purpose.  They build the foundation for several branches of governmental power in 
Zoot Suit. These institutions include law enforcement, the judicial branch, as well as the prisons. 
These organizations then turn their furor on the boys of the 38th Street Gang, highlighting the 
connections between the Hearst Press and governmental authority. 
 As mentioned in the introduction, the newspapers serve as the weapons with which the 
police beat Henry and his friends.40 In addition to the rolled up newspaper serving police 
weapons, the Newsboy (Raphael Thomas) attends Henry's beating. The connections between the 
press and the LAPD are thus doubled: not only does Valdez draw these linkages through props, 
but also through the presence of characters like the Newsboy, who have no cause otherwise to be 
there. 
                                                 
39 The bundles also created a mise en abîme of newspapers. They sat on an element of stage design that reproduced 
the headlines and articles from the scrim. 
 
40 Joey Castro, one of the 38th Street Gang, is also beaten for information. In performance, this is indicated by Sgt. 
Smith (Bradford Tatum) dragging Joey across upstage, as Henry and El Pachuco speak. During the trial, the 
Prosecution attempts to use Joey's confession, obtained by the implied beating, against his fellow members of the 
38th Street Gang (Valdez, Zoot Suit, 59). 
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 These bundles not only create the means for individual abuses of power, but also provide 
the medium for institutional abuse. The packets create the cells the boys are held in so that there 
is both a visual, architectural, and physical connection between the Press and the LAPD, which is 
solidified by the onstage action. The parcels which create the cells do not magically appear, but 
just as the Newsboy aides in the beating of Henry, the Press “moves the bundles of newspapers 
on the floor to outline the four corners of a jail cell."41 The Press thus takes an active role in 
jailing Henry, strengthening the visual link begun by the bundles, which remain on stage as non-
speaking props. The bundles show how the Press transforms his vitriol into physical power: 
controlling and restricting the movement of the batos. 
 Not only does Valdez use historical synecdoche to create linkages between the LAPD 
and the Hearst Press, but he also creates visual and physical linkages between the Hearst Press 
and the penitentiary system. After the ‘trial,’ the batos are sentenced to San Quentin,  and the 
Newsboy's bright red carts serve as the prisoner's beds.42 The use of these carts demonstrates a 
slight shift from synecdoche to metonymy, as the carts represent the sale and distribution of 
newspapers, rather than the papers or the content itself. While a different mode of representation, 
the use of the carts still manifests the connection between the carceral system and the Press. 
Moreover, these carts indicate that even though the Press has won, the batos remain at the mercy 
of the written word.  The public will judge their actions and the Press will use them as an 
example. Indeed, when the San Quentin guards provoke Henry and throw him in solitary, Alice 
tells him that "the public is watching you."43   
                                                 
41 Ibid., 47.  
 
42 Ibid., 65.  
 
43 Ibid., 83.  
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 Through the synecdochic use of the bundles and newsprint and the metonymic use of the 
newspaper carts, Valdez corporealizes the connection between the Hearst Press and the LAPD. 
However, the police force was not the only government agency that developed an illicit 
relationship with the press: the participation of the judiciary was necessary for the Press' and 
LAPD's scheme to work. 
 This connection, suggested by the Press' transformation into the Prosecution, is further 
strengthened by the newspaper bundles in this scene. These bundles serve as multiple symbols of 
judicial power. They construct the witness stand where the Prosecution tricks Della, Henry's 
girlfriend into incriminating her friends. They also adorn the Judges' bench.44 While this chapter 
focuses on deriving connections between the LAPD, and Courts through the Press, Valdez also 
suggests, through historical synecdoche, an improper relationship between the Judiciary and the 
LAPD. The bundles that created the jail cell where the 38th Street Gang sat for months on end 
create the witness stand  
 As the trial is the culmination of the plot against the 38th Street Gang, it is appropriate 
that the bundles are at their most numerous in this scene. Four packets make up the witness 
stand, while ten packages are mounted on the back of a piano that El Pachuco played in the 
previous scene.45 The piano spins around and becomes the judges' bench, complete with a 
marble-looking seal of California, and decorated with newspaper bundles. Through the use of the 
packets, which look less and less like bundles of newspaper as they are used for larger 
                                                 
44 The Prosecutor's questioning of Della employs aggressive tactics —such as repeated invasive questioning and 
speculation (Ibid., 60). Judge Charles directs the defendants to rise every time their name is called, which implicates 
them in the questioning.  In performance, Valdez highlights the absurdity of the situation by scoring the scene with 
vaudeville melodies, emphasizing the fact that this was a performance for the public, rather than an effort to find the 
truth. 
 
45 Again, this is a detail available only in performance. The number of bundles or their placement is not detailed in 
Valdez's script.  
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architectural projects, Valdez solidifies his argument that the L.A Government took action 
against a specific group of Chicano and poor youth in the city.  
 The Press, however, is not the only character that Valdez activates to play double duty. 
Not only does Valdez create a material connection between the corruption of the LAPD and the 
Courts through the repurposing of the newspaper bundles, he also works through double casting.  
The same actor who plays Lieutenant Edward also plays Judge F.W Charles. Valdez’s direction 
draws attention to this double casting: when the Prosecution calls Lt. Edwards to the stand, Judge 
Charles turns around and puts on the character hat associated with Edwards. Although El 
Pachuco quickly takes control of the trial, dismissing the police lieutenant with a brief, “You 
know what. We've already heard from that bato. Let's get on with the defense,”46 the connection 
is already made. This kind of deliberate flaunting of both Zoot Suit's cohesive theatrical world, as 
well as judicial power, emphasizes the nature of the trial as a performance. 
 Valdez’s use of the newspaper bundles, and the howling of the Press established the 
Anglo-American machinations and perspective on the Chicano characters. El Pachuco, however, 
serves as a way for the Chicano characters to metonymically define themselves and be proud of 
their Aztec heritage. El Pachuco, along with the Press, is a product of the revision between the 
first and second drafts, and is a sign of Valdez’s theatrical sophistication. In the next section, I 





                                                 
46 Ibid., 54.  
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3.4 "The Very Image of the Pachuco Myth": El Pachuco, the zoot suit, and historical synecdoche. 
 
 El Pachuco's name means The Pachuco, and the stage directions describe him as " the 
very image of the pachuco myth, from his pork-pie hat to the tip of his four-foot watch chain."47 
He serves as a sort of Master of Ceremonies, not only manipulating events (speeding up or 
slowing down time, as he does in the trial), but demonstrating his control and connection to the 
Chicano characters. El Pachuco lifts Henry out of San Quinten to observe the Zoot Suit Riots, 
which he identifies in martial terms: "The Navy has landed, ese—/on leave with full pay/and 
war’s breaking out in the streets of L.A!"48 Indeed, this connection to Henry is deliberate, as El 
Pachuco represents Chicanos. He sacrifices himself during the riots—standing in for the 
hundreds of Pachuco and zoot suit wearing men and women who the armed forces beat and 
stripped: 
  the FOUR SERVICEMEN stalk EL PACHUCO…. They fight now to the   
  finish.  EL PACHUCO is overpowered and stripped as HENRY watches   
  helplessly from his position. The PRESS and SERVICEMEN exit with   
  pieces of EL PACHUCO's zoot suit.49  
 
Just as Zoot Suit could not represent the trial in its entirety on stage, so too are the riots 
transformed into stage able action. The Taper's production transforms several days of violence 
into a singular dance number, orchestrated to the big band hit, "American Patrol" by Glenn 
Miller. The riot is then revisited when Rudy, Henry’s younger brother recalls his own 
                                                 
47 Ibid., 24.  
 
48 Ibid., 78.  
 
49 Ibid., 81.  
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experiences during the event, providing more details about the service men who beat and 
stripped him of his suit.50  
 For the majority of the play zoot suits are, through the machinations of the Press, 
synecdoches for criminality and lawlessness. This association begins immediately, crystalizing 
during the trial when the Court forces the 38th Street Gang to appear in the clothes that they were 
arrested in, three months prior.51 Not only does the court illegally deny the batos clean clothes, 
but they are also directed to maintain their distinctive ducktail haircuts, for “purposes of 
identification of defendants by witnesses.”52 Thus the courts use the zoot suit style and culture to 
racialize the 38th Street Gang. 
 El Pachuco, however, takes these tactics and quite literally cuts through them. He first 
emerges from the newspaper scrim, after cutting through it with an oversized switchblade. Thus, 
the Press may create and control the negativity surrounding the Pachuco image in L.A, but El 
Pachuco is never held back by the Press. Indeed, once he is on stage, he spends the first few 
moments of the play fastidiously putting on the elements of the Zoot Suit, in the process drawing 
attention to them, in caló: 
   ¿Que le watcha a mis trapos, ese? 
    (....) 
     (HE crosses to center stage, models his clothes.)  
   Watcha mi tacuche, ese. Aliviánese con mis calcos, tando,  
   lisa, tramos, y carlango, ese.53 
                                                 
50 Ibid., 88.  
 
51 Ibid., 48, 54.  
 
52 Ibid., 53.  
 
53 Ibid., 51. My translation of the caló.  The untranslated caló in the performance immediately divided the audience 
between those who laughed, and those who didn't. This division continued throughout the show, which lead to a 
significantly marked viewing experience.  One of the ways we can trace the inclusion of Chicanos and Latinos into 
United States culture is the lack of dramaturgical framing in the program (it was, however, in a "Discovery Guide" 
available for download). In the 1978 production at the Taper, the program not only included a Caló and zoot suit 
glossary, but several introductory essays about the case.  
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   (What do you think of my threads, man? 
   You know what, brother? Trip out on my zoot shoes, shirt, pants, and  
   coat, man)  
 
Each part of the suit has a different meaning, and El Pachuco takes his time in building them up. 
Furthermore, this suit allows El Pachuco the resources to create a geography of Zoot Suit fashion 
and, simultaneously, a map of the Chicano community in the United States:    
   The hepcats up in Harlem wear that Drape Shape 
   como Los Pachucones down in L.A (….) 
   Cause the Zoot Suit is the style in California 
   También en Colorado Y Arizona 
   They’re wearing that Tacuche en El Paso 
   Y en todos Los Salones de Chicago.54 
 
Although there are non-Chicano Pachucos—Tommy Roberts, the Anglo member of the 38th 
Street Gang is a prime example—Valdez immediately establishes a connection between 
Chicanos and Pachuco culture. In fact, this connection is built into the name, since “Pachuco” is 
commonly thought to mean the man from El Paso.55  Thus, while the Press used the zoot suit to 
racialize its victims, the suit itself was interested in marking difference, both racially and 
socially.  
                                                 
54Ibid., 26-7.  It must be noted, however, that the Pachuco culture that is explored in Zoot Suit, is entirely masculine 
focused. When Lupe, Henry's sister, tries to dress in the Pachuca style, she is called a whore by her parents (" Like a 
puta…I mean a Pachuca" [Ibid., 35]), and the only Pachuca that is allowed to run with the gang, Bertha, is 
negatively coded by the play. She’s violent: “I could have beat the shit out of those two rucas” [Ibid., 46], and is also 
hyper sexualized—she was Henry’s girlfriend, and during the course of the play, Rudy and Joey fight over her.   
 
55 Marga Munkelt,“Myths of Rebellion: Translocation and (Cultural) Innovation in Mexican-American Literature,” 
Cross/Cultures, no. 156 (2013): 194.  
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 However, El Pachuco is not only a metonymic for Pachuco culture, but a buried Chicano 
Aztec heritage. The colors of El Pachuco's suit, red and black, and his frequent associations with 
smoke and mirrors tie him, Broyles-González argues, to the Aztec deity Tezcatlipoca.56 When he 
is stripped during the highly stylized Zoot Suit Riots, he solidifies this connection:  
  HE Stands. The only item of clothing on his body is a small loin cloth. HE turns  
  and looks at HENRY with mythic intensity. HE opens his arms    
  as an Aztec conch blows, and HE slowly exits backward with powerful calm into  
  the shadows.57  
 
 In the 2017 revival, El Pachuco exits backwards until he reaches the top of the platform, 
where he stands with his arms extended like an eagle. The sequence, underscored by a single 
sustained note from a conch trumpet, is extremely ritualized. Jorge Huerta suggests in the 
introduction that El Pachuco “represents the Aztec concept of the “nahual” or the other self” and 
especially in this moment, taps into mitos or myth, one of the pillar performance forms of El 
Teatro Campesino 58 
 The link between modern day Chicanos and the majesty of their Aztec heritage serves 
Zoot Suit as an avenue for countering the racism of the white characters. In the months leading 
up to the Sleepy Lagoon trial, several officials associated with the LAPD, including Ed Ayers, a 
member of the ominously named Foreign Relations Bureau, published a report entitled 
“Statistics” which used scientific racism to argue that there is an “inborn characteristic” for 
                                                 
56 Broyles-González, El Teatro Campesino, 199.  
 
57 Valdez, Zoot Suit, 81.  
 
58 “Introduction," in Zoot Suit and Other Plays, by Luis Valdez (Houston, Texas: Arte Publico Press, 1992), 15. 
 
 107 
violence: "all he knows and feels is a desire to use a knife or some lethal weapon. In other words, 
his desire is to kill or at least let blood" that is due to his Aztec heritage."59 Rather than the image 
of bloodthirsty savage that the fictional and historical Press and LAPD were attempting to make 
real, Valdez creates a character of mystical nobility. 
 However, as discussed in the introduction, Valdez not only reengages with Chicano and 
Mexican performance forms, but specifically reworks the Living Newspapers of the Federal 
Theatre Project. In this next section, I examine how Valdez connects himself, and transforms, 
this older theatrical tradition.  
 
3.5: The News on Stage: Zoot Suit's Transformation of the Living Newspapers.  
 
 As I've discussed in the introduction, Valdez draws on many traditions to create Zoot 
Suit's style and form. In fact, a majority of the critical work on Valdez's play focuses on teasing 
out these influences. I argue, however, that Valdez's use of elements from the Living 
Newspapers isn't only his influence, but demonstrates how Valdez actively transforms the 
Federal Newspaper Tradition, particularly ...one-third of a nation. 
 At its essential level, both Zoot Suit and Arthur Arendt’s 1938 …one-third of a nation, 
perform the news. Arendt and Valdez both use major characters which metonymically personify 
the news. The Press in Zoot Suit, or the Voice of the Living Newspaper in …one-third of a 
nation. Furthermore, both of these characters metatheatrically control the onstage action, and are 
actively engaged with the audience. El Pachuco, as well as the Voice of the Living Newspaper, 
converse with the audience, pushing on their expectations of how the play should unfold. El 
Pachuco comments "Qué mamada, Hank. That's exactly what the play needs right now. Two 
                                                 
59 Ed Duran Ayers.  “Statistics,” August 20, 1942. Alice Greenfield McGrath Papers, 1917-2009. UCLA Library 
Special Collections. 
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more Mexicans killing each other. Watcha ... Everybody's looking at you" or " And that's the 
perfect way to end of this play — happy ending y todo."60 
 There is also a structural similarity in both plays. The Living Newspapers and Valdez's 
play explicate social ills. Zoot Suit and ...one-third of a nation use a historical circumstance 
(sometimes closer to the present, sometimes further), to shed light on current conditions. 
Furthermore, these plays are divided into short, titled scenes. They both have a heavy reliance on 
historical documentation (although Valdez disguises his indebtedness to historical information). 
 The final shared similarity is a dedication to context and locality. Arendt wrote that “The 
Living Newspaper is a dramatization of a problem—composed in greater or lesser extent of 
many news events, all bearing on the one subject and interlaced with typical but non-factual 
representation of the effect of these news events on the people to whom the problem is of great 
importance.”61 When the Living Newspaper companies would go on tour, they would adapt the 
story to the city that they were in. Indeed, the script for ...one-third of a nation... calls minor 
changes to the script, so that it can be seen and understood in smaller cities.62  
 If ...one-third of a nation wrote locality into the script, the production history of Zoot Suit 
complicates the local. The Broadway production struggled to find an audience in New York, a 
city which had a large Latino, but not Chicano population. When the production began in Los 
Angeles, however, it shattered records. The first production sold out its 10 show run at the Taper 
immediately, then moved to its Mainstage. Valdez’s production then ran for ten months at the 
twelve-hundred seat Aquarius Theatre in Hollywood, smashing box-office records for a show 
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61 Flanagan, "Introduction,” ix.  
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originating on the west coast.63 Furthermore, Zoot Suit has found great success in South 
America, Cuba, and Mexico City. Producers have staged the play eight times in those areas.64 
 Valdez uses historical synecdoche in Zoot Suit in diverse ways. First, to establish how the 
Hearst Press created and then quickly disseminated a particularly racist and racializing view of 
events. This was accomplished through a metonymic character of the Press. His actions brought 
to light how he, as well as the Hearst Newspapers, manipulated not only the Chicano characters, 
but their clothes and lives. Then using the prolific bundles, Valdez corporealizes how the Hearst 
Press and the LAPD justified those views by inventing a crime wave, and railroading a 
conviction through the courts. Valdez exposes how easily the tools of governmental power can 
be turned against their own people, in the 40s, 70s, or 2000s. However, while a dark chapter, 
Valdez uses these same tools to show how Chicano heritage not only lives on despite the tools of 
Anglo-America, but thrives. 
 While this chapter focuses primarily on historical synecdoche, repetition also plays a 
major role in the 2017 revival. Indeed, the 2017 revival—which was just as popular as the first 
run, and extended three times—deliberately recalls and reinscribes the landmark 1978 production 
and its ties to the Los Angeles and Chicano community. The Taper’s marketing played an 
important role in this, as Ignacio Gomez’s iconic image of El Pachuco straddling Los Angeles 
serves as the program cover, and is on all the press materials, which covered the city. More 
importantly however, the production itself included many references to its previous form, from 
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the music—  composed by Lalo Guerrero, who was the original composer—to the direction 
itself, as Valdez, approaching his late 70s, took the helm again. 
 There is a greater subtlety in the choice of casting Daniel Valdez (Luis Valdez’s brother) 
and Rose Portillo as Enrique and Dolores Reyna, Henry’s long suffering parents. These two 
actors played Henry and Della in the original production, and their casting does important work 
on a historical level—as well as serving as a nod to L.A Theatre history. Their casting solidifies 
a cyclical sensation of history, that police brutality and the newspaper’s racist propaganda were 
not confined to a singular moment of war hysteria, but happens again and again. Furthermore, it 
fulfills the prophecy that Alice Bloomfield speaks at the very end of Zoot Suit: “Henry Reyna 
married Della in 1948 and they have five kids, three of them now going to the University, 
speaking Caló and calling themselves Chicanos." 65 
 
"All changes come from small changes/come from coins janglin in the wash machine": 
Historical Synecdoche in Caroline, or Change. 
 
 Caroline, or Change begins with change. Caroline Thibodeaux, the maid for the Gellman 
family of Lake Charles Louisiana, immediately demonstrates the conflict at the center of the 
musical. During the opening number, she establishes her economic and labor conditions. As 
Caroline sings about her life, she plucks loose change from her employer son's Noah’s jean 
pocket, and deliberately tosses the pennies, nickels, and dimes in a bleach cup that sits on the 
shelf above the laundry machine. Later in the song, Noah reaches into the bleach cup and pulls 
out the change. Displaying the coins in his outstretched palm, he sings about “a secret me and 
her can share.”66 The secret is a tacit circuit where Noah leaves changes in his pockets for 
                                                 
65 Valdez, Zoot Suit, 94.  
 
66 Kushner and Tesori, Caroline, 15.  
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Caroline to find, stare at, and return. However, Rose, Noah's stepmother shatters this circuit and 
begins the musical's conflict.67 
 Kushner uses historical synecdoche to count the cost, personally and racially, of domestic 
labor on African-American women. Kushner applies historical synecdoche through multiple 
avenues. But most importantly, he uses this technique to center Caroline, as a woman and 
mother, in the midst of a period of great change. Caroline attempts to write herself out from the 
changes sweeping the stage, while her daughter, Emmie, participates in them. Emmie engages in 
direct action, decapitating a statue of a Confederate soldier. Historical synecdoche, however, 
informs the play in many other ways. These include the intervention of anthropomorphized 
domestic appliances, Caroline’s uniform, and most visibly, the eponymous change, and a $20 
bill.  The villains in Caroline or Change are harder to point to than Zoot Suit’s corrupt cops and 
racist writers. However, Kushner uses the tools of historical synecdoche to unmask the toxic and 
unfair relationship of Black domestic workers and their white employers in the Civil Rights Era 
south. 
 This focus on materiality, especially in examining the appliances, uniform, and coins, 
represents a break with the major scholarship of Caroline or Change. While the majority of 
writing on the musical engages with performance of capitalism’s dangers, there are none that 
take the coins and bills as central, rather than ancillary.68 
                                                 
67 While this chapter focuses on monetary change, the musical includes the exploration of the word's several 
meanings. Including political change: the play shows the reaction to JFK’s assassination in both the African-
American and Jewish-American community in Lake Charles, Louisiana. As well as social change, as Kushner and 
Tesori’s musical traces escalation of the Civil Rights Movement. Additionally, familial change is also front and 
center, as Noah Gellman adjusts to the presence—and the rules—of his stepmother, Rose Stopnick Gellman.  
 
68 The scholarship that notably situates Caroline in a Marxist discourse are Bert Stern's chapter "The Therapy of 
Desire" as well as Theresa May's "Consequences Unforeseen...' in Raisin in the Sun and Caroline, or Change." Bert 
Stern, “The Therapy of Desire," in Tony Kushner: New Essays on the Art and Politics of the Plays, ed.  James 
Fisher. (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co, 2006), 201-4. Theresa J May, “‘Consequences Unforeseen . . .’ in Raisin 
in the Sun and Caroline, or Change,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 20, no. 2 (Spring 2006): 127–44. 
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3.6: "Put your faith and clothes in me": Historical Synecdoche and the Anthropomorphized 
Appliances.  
 
 Caroline, or Change begins with an impossible situation. Beneath the houses in 
Louisiana water, and yet the Gellman's house has a basement. Caroline Thibodeaux casts this 
unique location as an always already mythical space in the opening song. She sings "Sixteen feet 
below sea level!/torn tween the Devil/and the muddy brown sea."69 This is a  refrain which casts 
the basement as a place of punishment, and is where Caroline spends the majority of her time on 
stage. 
 The basement, like the Gellman’s kitchen where Caroline occasionally works, is 
claustrophobic. The basement has faded grey cement walls, which tower over Caroline. The only 
exit is a single flight of old wooden stairs leading to a closed door, which opens onto the rest of 
the house. This set up establishes a series of physical levels, of which the director, George C. 
Wolfe, took extensive advantage. His blocking requires that Caroline must look up towards her 
interlocutor, rather than inhabiting the same space. Furthermore, the only splashes of color in this 
drab space are the stark whiteness of Caroline’s maid uniform and the appliances, the brand-new, 
top-loading washing machine and dryer. Thus, Caroline is visually connected to her tools. 
 But these are not ordinary appliances. The Washer and Dryer foreground, in a way that 
the Newspapers in Zoot Suit cannot, the theatrical means of production. While there is a physical 
Washer and Dryer onstage, their voices emerge from actors who stand above and behind the 
props they play. This fulfills Kushner's directive for "letting the wires show." 70 While the actors 
playing the Washer and the Dryer have several physical restrictions to their performance — they 
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Group, 2013), 11. 
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don't leave the basement, and do not move from their station-keeping above their appliances — 
they are still visible and audible. Furthermore, even though they are anthropomorphized, the 
audience is unable to forget the appliance presence and connection to labor. The Washer and 
Dryer both incorporate the sounds of their labor into their songs: “hum hum hum/round and 
round I agitates.”71  
 Caroline's connection with the Washer and Dryer is not only visual, but is also an 
expression of historical synecdoche. These appliances make tangible the cost of domestic labor 
on Caroline, both on her body and her emotions. While they are intended to make Caroline's 
work-day easier, the appliances trap Caroline in the basement, making her working situation 
more difficult. Caroline spends the majority of the show sitting, standing, and dancing, but 
almost always in the basement, stuck between the washer and dryer. 
 Furthermore, these appliances also have an impact on her environment. Caroline kicks 
Noah out because “the basement too darn hot for two,"72 and then later, as she and Rose have 
their final confrontation, she tells her boss that with more people, the basement is " cramp in here 
and there's no air."73 Thus, these appliances compound Caroline's social isolation. Furthermore, 
they, particularly the dryer, serve as instruments of torture for Caroline. The dryer, in a mournful 
tone, sings what his processes are going to do to Caroline’s body:  
    Roasty, toasty, lectric fire! 
    making my groans, making 
    my moans, 
    shivering rumbling basemental 
    tones, 
    cooking the meat  
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73 Ibid., 76.  
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    right off your bones! 
    Laundry mine now! 
    You know the story: lets make this basement 
    a purgatory. 
    Time has come 
    (…) 
    to suffer heat!74  
 
In the dryer's song, there is a clear blurring of the line between the objects of Caroline’s labor 
(the wet clothing taken from the dryer) and her body. That as the laundry dries the clothing, it 
also takes a toll on her body. Thus, the dryer's song corporealizes Caroline's labor on her body, 
thus demonstrating historical synecdoche's importance in Caroline, or Change. 
 Just as importantly, historical synecdoche is reciprocal, and practically symbiotic: 
Caroline incorporates these appliances into herself: they know her past. In the long scene that 
opens the second act, the three appliances help Caroline reminisce about her relationship with 
her husband, demonstrating knowledge of her past that is not available at any other moment. 
They help her remember the good moments—when they got married and her unnamed husband 
returned from the war, and when their first two children were born75—as well as the bad. They 
not only aid her recollections, but actively participate in Caroline's performance. They prevent 
her from avoiding the harder moments in her life. They remind her of how her husband abused 
her: “He hit you. He break your nose.”76 
 Not only do these appliances create space for Caroline to think about her past, the fact 
that they are automated, allows Caroline to reflect on the whole of her life: 
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76 Ibid., 72. The severity of this action reflects in the articulation of the lyrics. In the cast recording, Capathia Jenkins 
sings the score as if there is a period after each word: "He. Break. Your Nose," juxtaposing her argument against 
Caroline's attempt at cheer while talking about her other children.  
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   While them what does the clothes awaits, 
   they contemplates and speculates, 
   in the peace my one-horsepower 
   electric motor’s hum creates.77   
 
 The hum of the washer, like the heat of the dryer serves as a moment of historical 
synecdoche, showing how incorporated these appliances are to her life. Indeed, as the hum, and 
the work it represents, ties her to the basement, but also provides space for Caroline to reminisce 
about her past. This automation leaves her emotionally vulnerable.  
 Not only do these appliances manipulate Caroline's body and her emotions, but they also 
externalize Caroline’s thoughts for the audience.78 For example, once Rose suggests that 
Caroline takes the money that Stuart leaves in his pockets, the maid lashes out at her boss. The 
Washing Machine sings an argument that Caroline cannot herself make:  
   Please please please boss lady boss 
   Lady New York lady don’t don’t 
   Fire me fire me can't do without 
   Do without do without 
   Money! 79 
 
                                                 
77 Ibid., 13.  
 
78 Although it is unclear how much the other characters hear of the appliances' songs and asides. However, their 
connection to Caroline is fully understood by the audience.  
 
79Ibid., 77.  Not only do these appliances articulate the thoughts Caroline cannot, because of her character or her 
social position, speak, but they also carry on a conversation with her. The Radio warns her that “talk like that/you 
won’t be a maid no more” (Ibid., 77), with this warning overlapping the Washer’s plea.  
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The Washing Machine's outburst, which comes at the end of the song "Ooh Child," is the closest 
that Caroline ever comes to begging for her job. Thus historical synecdoche makes clear the cost 
domestic labor has taken on Caroline's psyche. The characters who know the most about her, 
exposing her past and ventriloquizing her thoughts, are the tools of her labor. 
 I have demonstrated how, through historical synecdoche, it is possible to count the high 
cost of domestic labor on Caroline. It is only the appliances that are able to express her deepest 
thoughts and feelings. However, Caroline is equally an active participant in this process, and 
uses the tools of her labor to express her own desires. Lot's Wife shows Caroline desiring a 
transformation: “Take Caroline away cause I can’t be her/take her away I can’t afford her” and 
then a little later: “murder my dreams so I stop wantin/murder my hope of him returning/strangle 
the pride that make me crazy.” 80 Not only does she long for a sort of social death, to be a non-
desiring agent, but she also articulates this desire particularly through a monetary vocabulary. 
This new state, which is muffled, underwater, is created by Caroline turning herself first into an 
object of labor: 
   I’m gonna slam that iron 
   down on my heart 
   gonna slam that iron 
   down on my throat 
   gonna slam that iron 
   down on my sex .81 
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 117 
The aspects of her body that have caused her the most trouble are treated like the clothes she 
irons. Her body becomes altered, flattened, and burned, through her labor. However, by the end 
of the song, the relationship between her body and her labor has shifted. As the song reaches its 
climax, Caroline sings “what else God give me an arm for?”82 Her body is no longer a desiring 
agent, but a tool for labor. Caroline's desire to punish herself furthers and complicates the 
critique begun by the appliances.  
 The appliances corporalize the physical  and emotional cost of domestic labor on 
Caroline. Her identity, past, and emotional wellbeing are so enmeshed in the appliances that they 
are able to speak for and over her. However, her work isn't only made physical by the tools of 
her labor, but also by her presentation. The next section investigates Caroline’s maid uniform. 
While it could be argued about whether Caroline’s uniform is a prop or costume piece, its' 
presence materializes the attitudes about domestic labor in the south. Furthermore, I will argue 
that Caroline's maid uniform is also a reengagement with the mammy trope.  
 
3.7: "I'm the daughter of a maid/in her uniform, crisp and clean!”: Caroline's uniform, and 
dismantling the Mammy.  
 
 The stark whiteness of the uniform and its construction writes onto Caroline's body a 
history of behaviors governing the relationships between black domestic workers to their white 
bosses in the south. Caroline’s uniform is as omnipresent and crucial as the newspaper bundles in 
Zoot Suit. Caroline is in her uniform for nearly the entire musical. Like the symbiotic 
relationship between Caroline and her tools of labor, the fact that she's in her uniform speaks to 
the degree to which her work has come to define her. Although Caroline principally appears in 
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the context of the Gellman’s home, she remains in her uniform while waiting for the bus and in 
her uniform at home. Caroline only changes out of her uniform once: While singing "Lot's 
Wife," Caroline wears her church clothes, a purple dress.83 The uniform's omnipresence on stage 
furthers the argument begun by the appliances: that Caroline's work suppresses her personal life, 
to the detriment of her own family.84 
 The uniform is a site of simultaneous pride and contention for Caroline. Although 
Caroline’s uniform does not play the same constructive role as the newspaper bundles in Zoot 
Suit, Caroline’s uniform still materializes historical arguments. Aoife Monks argues that the 
“costume is a body that can be taken off.”85 Caroline’s constant presence in the uniform makes 
us pay attention to both it, and her body.  Indeed, Caroline praises the uniform's ability to hide 
her body: I’m wearing white hose/my knees ain’t on display.”86 However, it simultaneously 
draws attention to those very aspects she tries to hide. The juxtaposition between the whiteness 
of the uniform and the darkness of Tonya Perkins skin is a striking visual image. 
 Furthermore, the stark whiteness of the uniform requires us to think of the labor, time, 
and money it takes to maintain it. This is particularly striking when juxtaposed against the 
Thibodeaux's poverty. Caroline sings “everyone need clothes/they growing up rough.”87 
                                                 
83 Caroline appears in the clothing of two different cultural regimes: labor and the church. Both have complex and 
controversial roles in the history of chattel slavery and southern culture.  
 
84 The primacy of her work over her home life is clear in her songs as well. Although she is tired from a day full of 
labor, and just had a fight with her daughter, Caroline still speaks with Noah as she sits on her porch: "All day I 
mind you, wash your things/and it ain't right/in the nighttime, my own time,/I still think about you--/I gots to think 
about rent overdue" (Ibid., 46). Indeed, Caroline is resentful of the way that her job, and especially Noah, keeps her 
from seeing her children. While waiting at the bus stop, she sings to Dottie: “my kids should be in bed/I’m waiting 
here instead” (Ibid., 33). 
 
85 The Actor in Costume (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 11.  
 
86 Kushner and Tesori, Caroline, 32-3.  
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Additionally, the uniform's color is associated with negativity in the musical. In the opening 
number, the Radio sings: "All day long/you wear a frown./Dressed in white and/feelin' low,"88 
and then later, when reminiscing about her abusive husband: "Pain is white, remember 
pain?/Pain is white."89  
 While Caroline suggests that the plainness of her uniform is mandated by her employer 
"they like they maids that way,/don’t want em dressed for play,"90  her friend Dottie shows the 
falsity of this statement. Dottie alters her uniform while working. During the Chanukah party, 
Dottie accentuates her white uniform with a red headband and a large red broach. Furthermore, 
while Dottie is a maid, her costumes reflect her interest in the larger cultural. Dottie goes to night 
school and dresses like a college student in bobby socks, a plaid skirt, and saddle shoes.91 Unlike 
Caroline, Dottie maintains a separation between herself and her work: she’s asked to be able to 
leave early from her job, a request that her boss Mrs. Griffin has allowed. 92 
 The omnipresence of the uniform, and Caroline’s deliberate decision to wear it, show 
how the capitalistic logic of domestic labor controls Caroline’s body and life, thus an instance of 
historical synecdoche. However, the uniform, in discussion with her domestic and child care 
duties, brings to mind the trope of the mammy. While this is a less direct reengagement than An 
Octoroon or Underground Railroad, which directly puts a highly sexualized Mammy figure on 
stage, Caroline engages with the trope in interesting ways. The Mammy, a figure whose body 
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was " the site where fiction, history, autobiography, memoir, and popular culture meet in battle 
over the dominant representation of African American womanhood, and African American 
motherhood.”93 She is a figure of excessive excess, who is a  " most recognizable mammy 
character as a creative combination of extreme behavior and exaggerated features."94 Jo-Ann 
Morgan argues that “mammy became a defender of class privilege and the status quo,"95and that 
she was “largely associated with the care of white children or depicted with noticeable 
attachment to white children.”96 This focus on child-care, and particularly self-presentation with 
her uniform  is the way in which Caroline lines up with the trope. Indeed, Aaron C. Thomas 
writes that Caroline's uniform is 
  the very picture of conformance. She has selected her clothing based on what she  
  believes the Gellmans want to see. This is a woman who understands how white  
  people  want her to look and submits to how they want her to behave. Like the  
  icon of the mammy, she has resigned herself to a relationship of subservience to  
  the white people in her life. 97  
 
However, Caroline is also a deliberate rejection of other core tenets. Traditionally, Mammies 
were a "jolly presence" who have a " raucous laugh, her self-deprecating wit."98 They were a key 
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part of the early-twentieth century to idealize domesticity, and particularly southern domesticity 
and a nostalgia for the southern slaveocracy.99 However, Caroline is, to the bone, desperately 
unfriendly. Her meanness is commented upon by all the characters, from Noah "I like it that 
you’re always mad,”100 to Rose “Other people’s maids/ Are so much nicer!/ She never 
smiles,"101 to her friend Dottie “Caroline, why you huff at me? …All of a sudden/so 
unfriendly."102 Caroline expresses her unhappiness at every chance she gets “It Nineteen-Sixty-
Three and I/wish every afternoon I die” she sings at the top of the musical.103    
 Thus, Caroline, or Change conjures up the image of a mammy, only to systematically 
dismantle her. Kushner calls upon both an older American performance, and wider cultural 
tradition, only to show its limitations, as well as showing how her adherence to the aspects of the 
trope limits her.  
 
3.8: "Pocket Change/Change Me": Change and Historical Synecdoche 
 
 I have demonstrated how historical synecdoche materializes the way in which domestic 
labor impacts Caroline, in her physical and emotional wellbeing. This section adds a third 
element, demonstrating how historical synecdoche corporealizes the economic cost of domestic 
labor on Caroline, through the movement of the titular coins, as well as the twenty- dollar bill. 
This genre of historical synecdoche is Kushner’s most extended exploration of the literal cost of 
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domestic labor on African-American women. This exploration also allows me to examine the 
racial quagmire this relationship produced by the onstage operation of Noah’s pocket change. 
Furthermore, as suggested by its position in the title, the coins are the expression of the musical's 
driving conflict.  
 Indeed, In the song "The Bleach Cup" Rose lays out her scheme, that whatever change 
Noah leaves in the pockets of his jeans, Caroline can keep.104 The coins serve a double purpose 
for Rose:  not only allowing her to supplement Caroline’s income without changing it, and 
simultaneously increasing Caroline’s responsibilities. Rose sings that being better with money is 
a lesson that both she and Caroline need to teach Noah: “We have to teach Noah/To mind his 
money;/to handle change!” 105 The focus on the coins, and the extra income it brings—along 
with Rose’s attempt to give Caroline left over cabbage ("Caroline, there’s extra food:/sweet 
stuffed cabbage, cooked with brisket. /It’s nutritious! Iron! Vegetables! /Bring it to your 
kids.”)106 —is Kushner’s theatricalization of the tradition of “toting.” Toting, 
  is a vestige from slavery, when house servant could take leftover food   
  back to their families. In this informal arrangement      
  associated with southern culture, servants could expect to carry (or “tote”)  
  home food, produce from the garden, and even cast-off household goods   
  including furniture. Such informal arrangements reinforced the power   
  imbalance in the mistress-servant relationship as the servant’s    
  reimbursement for service depended totally on the kinds, generosity, and   
  whims of the mistress.107  
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However, this extra income comes with certain stipulations. Rose expects Caroline to be 
effusively grateful for the additional revenue, which amounts to approximately $ 1.75. Rose 
sings "So sue me already, /Miss Crabby Appleton! /I don’t know what’s eating you! (…) There’s 
oppression and misery,/and then there are people/who’re just plain nasty.”108 This is a prime 
example of how the "Gellmans seem to remain indifferent to the power they exercise in their 
own homes over the laboring bodies of African Americans. ”109  In fact, the majority of the 
secondary literature understands Rose’s foisting of this economic relationship onto Noah to be a 
deliberate strategy to drive a wedge between Caroline and Noah, so that she could win his 
affections. 110   
 Indeed, the onstage movement of the coins in materialize the breakdown in Rose and 
Caroline’s relationship, as well as the more devastating collapse of Caroline and Noah’s 
connection. We notice the cycling of the coins from Noah’s pockets to Caroline’s because of 
historical synecdoche. The movement of the coins exposes the investments and the harm that 
comes from Noah and Caroline’s attachment to money. These coins like the newspapers in Zoot 
Suit, are endless. Their onstage movement creates a circuit between emerging from Noah's 
pockets and tossed into the bleach cup. George C. Wolfe's blocking draws attention to this cycle. 
The movement of the coins become a ritual. When Caroline takes the coins out of Noah’s 
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pockets, she doesn’t immediately put them in the bleach cup, but draws the audiences’ attention 
to them. Caroline first takes the coins out of Noah’s jeans, she then picks up the bleach cup, 
looks at it, lowers her arm, and tosses the coin into the cup. Versions of this blocking repeat 
throughout the show. For Caroline, the nickels, dimes, and quarters, which are passed carelessly, 
then deliberately between Noah and herself, represent a greater economic freedom for the maid, 
as the Washing Machine sings “Little bit of/breathin room.”111  
 Caroline’s extra income creates new difficulties. Given the smallest amount of economic 
stability, Caroline is able to reminisce about her past, just as the automation of the domestic 
appliances gives her time to think. The coins and the stability they offer are Kushner’s most 
damning critique in Caroline, or Change. The extra income is not enough that she can greatly 
change her life, and can only buy candy and toys for her children ,112 but it is sufficient to 
provide space that Caroline can focus on herself, and question her working conditions. And the 
instant she isn't consumed with work, she lashes out at Rose, catalyzing the first break between 
them.  
 But the coins have an equally transformative effect on Noah. Particularly once he 
becomes Caroline’s “employer.” For Noah, the coins morph from representing what he could 
buy—candy, comic books, and even Barbie doll dresses113—to what he could do for Caroline’s 
family. The nickels, dimes, and quarters allow Noah to fantasize about purchasing a place in the 
Thibodeaux family. Furthermore, saving them from Caroline’s own mistakes:  
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    Caroline shows each silver quarter  
    to her kids— 
    she’s a divorcee! 
    “Thank god we can eat now 
    thanks to poor crazy Noah 
    who’s just a stoopnagle 
    can’t hang on to a quarter!” 
    But at least now at supper 
    they talk about me.114 
 
The coins, in particular their monetary value, allows Noah to fantasize about joining the 
Thibodeaux family. However, even in his fantasy, it is clear that Noah maintains a significant 
economic difference between him and Emmie, Jackie and Joe Thibodeaux. During the song 
Roosevelt Petrucius Coleslaw, the boys try to woo the Moon with money: Jackie and Joe hold up 
quarters, while Noah gestures with a dollar bill.115  
 The coins' movement construct a different kind of historical synecdoche than the bundles 
in Zoot Suit. The bundles in Valdez's play are hyper-visible—not only are they made larger than 
life, but they are also everywhere, spilling over from the stage into the space of the audience. The 
quarters, nickels, and dimes and the twenty-dollar bill, operate in a more delicate manner. The 
coins, as they are fished out from Noah's pockets are placed in the bleach cup, are difficult to see, 
even on video. However, we can trace the manipulation of the coins through the movement of 
the bleach cup. The cup sits at the center of many of the scenes in which the coins play a large 
role. During a quartet of songs—from "Noah Has a Problem" to "Caroline Take my Money 
Home"—the laundry room shifts, so that the shelf where the bleach cup usually sits, above the 
Washing Machine upstage, now floats in space downstage center. Thus, when Noah begins to 
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deliberately leave change in his pockets, Caroline transverses the depth of the stage several 
times, to place the coins in the cup. The cup is further accentuated by Wolfe's blocking, as it is 
placed between the two actors in the majority of the duets about the coins.  
 Not only does the set center the coins, but the movement of the actors also draws 
attention to the coins. Perkins' blocking emphasizes the presence of individual coins, manifesting 
the consequences of Caroline's poverty. A single quarter could be a cause of confusion and 
celebration for her children: 
   JACKIE: It's a quarter. 
   JOE: Mama ain't got money. (calling, into the house:) Hey MAMA!  
   Where'd this money come from--116 
 
Caroline bestows quarters on all three of her children at the end of act one, standing behind her 
children, holding her arm straight above their heads, with her focus and gaze on the coin. These 
deliberate steps occur throughout the show, as Wolfe's blocking includes several instances of 
demonstrative pointing, from Rose, Caroline, and Noah, so that the bleach cup and the coins 
within it, are accentuated.  
 Thus the coins—like the newspapers in Zoot Suit— operate on multiple levels in 
Caroline, or Change. The coins expose Rose’s attitude toward Caroline, while simultaneously 
allowing Rose to shift their relationship in their mind from one of employment to one of 
friendship. The coins materialize Caroline and Noah's dialogue, and physicalize its 
consequences.  
 The coins remind us that currency — whether it is the change that is passed between 
Noah and Caroline, or the twenty-dollar bill — is itself a synecdoche.  Money represents an 
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agreed upon value, which does not equal the value of its material. The circulation of the coins in 
this closed economy simultaneously devalues the coin’s merit (they’re something that is left over 
and forgotten), but also Caroline’s worth—they create the assumption that Caroline should be 
grateful for whatever she can get. 
 The coins' devaluation mirrors Rose's desire to disavow the economic realities created by 
the change. The importance of Caroline's raise—even if it small, and amounts to candies for her 
children—is almost entirely written off by Rose:" I'm just trying to help you,/You know, with the 
money./It was only a game ."117 Not only is this interaction a game to Rose, but she deliberately 
prioritizes the  affective relationship between her and Caroline. Rather than seeing herself in a 
position of power over her employee, Rose tries to re-categorize her and Caroline's relationship: 
"just trying to be friendly./Just trying to be a friend.”118 Later, during an argument with her 
father, Rose goes even further, denying any managerial position: “I’m not the boss."119 This 
focus on a personal rather than economic connection manifests itself in Rose’s plan to 
supplement Caroline’s salary with something that is “like” a raise to assuage her guilt over not 
paying her employee a living wage.120 
 This is particularly egregious, because Caroline herself acknowledges that her salary of 
thirty dollars a week salary is not enough to feed and take care of three children and pay rent.121 
The capitalist system devalues domestic labor, clear in her low pay. Furthermore, this type of 
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work is particularly fraught in the American south, where the specter of slavery haunts relations 
between white employers and black employees. Rose openly acknowledges that Caroline’s 
salary isn’t enough to several people: her father, “The negro maid, she’s making bupkes,”122 to 
Noah, “she’s poor!"123 and perhaps most surprisingly, to Caroline herself: “I’m sure you could 
probably use it.”124 Yet, the New York transplant is unable, or unwilling to increase Caroline's 
salary to a livable wage because she claims that the Gellmans' are poor themselves: 
   We can’t give her a raise! 
   Pa! 
   We aren’t rich, we’re just plain folk, 
   We’ve only got bupkis ourselves— 
   We’re broke. 125 
 
In many ways, Rose remains an outsider in the Gellman home.126 She is a New Yorker who 
misses the city. Yet Rose quickly adapts to the customs of the postbellum South, particularly 
through maintaining certain wage standards. Rose's inability or non-desire to raise Caroline’s 
wages places her in a larger pattern of regional behavior, where white employers “could not raise 
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each servants’ pay to a decent standard without antagonizing their white friends, who would then 
feel pressured to raise their servants’ pay.”127  
 Caroline's wages are artificially depressed, and Rose engages in toting, a remnant of 
slavery which further necessitates the dependency of the black workers on the white employers. 
These factors become particularly dangerous when Noah leaves a twenty-dollar bill in his pants 
pocket and Caroline finds it, the stakes of the play suddenly shift. Mr. Stopnick, an old guard 
communist, and Noah's new step-grandfather gives his grandson a Chanukah gift of twenty-
dolalrs, which Noah leaves in his pants.  However, unlike the pocket change Noah drew from his 
father for light domestic labor, this gift is imbued with a very specific discourse.  Mr. Stopnick, 
sick of waiting for the revolution, takes this opportunity to bestow a lesson about money to 
Noah: 
   Money follows certain laws, 
   It’s worth how much it’s worth because 
   Somewhere, something’s valued less; 
   It’s how our blessings come, I guess. 
   Golden, shiny, but never pure. 
   Think from whence your riches stem. 
   Think of someone who is poor: 
   And know you stole this gold from them. 
   Especially here in the Devil’s South! 
   You rip your gold from a starving man’s mouth!128  
 
While Noah fantasizes about all the toys that'll he buy with his gelt,129 Mr. Stopnick’s gift is not 
the bill, but the knowledge that he infuses into it. His speech, which he declaims in the center of 
the stage, embarrassing his daughter, describes how the value of the twenty is unmoored. Rather 
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than its purchasing power, it gains its potential from unjust economic conditions. The bill, which 
then becomes the catalyst for Noah and Caroline’s disagreement, through historical synecdoche, 
materially manifests this knowledge. 
 While the materialization of a slightly different historical argument, the $20 bill 
continues the work begun by the coins. Noah's carelessness with his present exposes the fault 
line between him and Caroline. The money would make a significant difference to Caroline, as it 
is almost her entire salary for a single week. It would allow her to provide necessary services for 
her children, such as taking them to the dentist.130 Noah’s investment in the money is less clear, 
but his passion matches Caroline’s. The bill becomes the incentive for their explosive fight, 
fought through poisonous arguments.131 
 The way in which Mr. Stopnick, Caroline, and Noah move the bill around the stage 
demonstrates its importance. During the Chanukah party, Mr. Stopnick (Larry Keith) draws 
attention to his gift by folding it up and holding it aloft in his clenched fist. In the recording at 
the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive, all the actors are laser-focused on the bill, which is held 
up and away from Mr. Stopnick’s body. This focus on the bill makes certain that the association 
between the bill and Mr. Stopnick's fiery (and misplaced) rhetoric is made. Furthermore, it 
demonstrates that Mr. Stopnick is more interested in getting this point across, than teaching 
Noah. Wolfe’s direction has Keith treating Chad like a prop until Mr. Stopnick breaks away to 
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take center stage for the grand finale of his argument. This careful interaction informs Noah and 
Caroline's behavior around the bill. Even during their falling out, Chad and Perkins are careful to 
always hold the $20 up and away from their bodies, making the audience keenly aware of 
radioactive quality the bill.  
 Ironically, Mr. Stopnick's actions show the emptiness of his rhetoric. Mr. Stopnick 
commands Noah to pay attention to the starving man, while simultaneously ignoring his own 
complicity in this flawed economy. Caroline, Dottie, and Emmie all serve Mr. Stopnick who has 
no objections. These women are actually suffering in the South. In fact, while Mr. Stopnick is 
happy to criticize his daughter for not paying Caroline a larger wage, he doesn't offer any 
alternative, including supplementing her wages himself.  
 Just as the coins allow Caroline just enough breathing room to place herself above her 
work, the hinted possibilities of the $20 are too great for Caroline to remain silent. Caroline 
regrets her words and longs to reestablish her relationship with Noah, but their friendship has 
fundamentally shifted. The bill materializes and catalyzes this shift, forcing both Noah and 
Caroline to confront their underlying assumptions about themselves, and each other.  
 
Conclusion: Historical synecdoche and present circumstance.  
 All three of the performative historiography techniques in this dissertation explore 
particularly successful ways of performing history on stage. However, while all three techniques 
use the script and the performance of the actors to construct their arguments, historical 
synecdoche asks us to pay closer attention to the material that makes up the play’s world. It is 
this material, the omnipresent newspaper bundles, and titular costuming of Zoot Suit, and the 
coins, bills, appliances, and uniform of Caroline, that literally construct Valdez and Kushner's 
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argument. And because these props remain onstage, even when the heroes triumph, the props 
remind us of how they got there.  
 Perhaps more than any of the other productions in this dissertation, historical synecdoche 
operates most successfully in production, rather than in the script. When I sat in the audience of 
the Mark Taper forum, and watched the police officers beat Henry Reyna with a rolled up paper, 
or build their jail cells with the bundles that had been sitting on the newspaper carts just 
moments before, I felt historical synecdoche's full weight. I could almost see the bars of the cell 
rise up from the outline on the stage.  
 Furthermore, these plays bear a remarkable relevance to the current era. Zoot Suit has 
touched a cultural nerve, not only because it is an excellent play, but because it shows how little 
American society has changed in the last 75 years. Replace "Pachuco" or "Zoot Suiter" with 
"Bad Hombre" and Zoot Suit could easily describe events in Trump's America, where massive 
crowds gathered to protest the presence of immigrants in our nation. This is a comparison which 
is not lost on the audiences of the 2017 revival, who clamor to see the show in a Sanctuary City, 
with one of the largest populations of Mexican-Americans in the nation. 
 Caroline, or Change asks us to consider how much we value each other, but also, more 
specifically, how much we value the labor of black women. Furthermore, cities across the south 
are grappling anew with their Confederate legacy, as statues celebrating that conflict are being 
removed, to mass protest. But perhaps the most important way that these two plays speak to the 
current moment, is that both show how our quotidian lives are embedded in larger social facts, 
and that the largest changes, come from the smallest actions.
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Chapter 4: Exit Through the Bullethole: Repetition and Historical Re-
centering in The America Play and Topdog/Underdog 
 
“'It's like Lincoln created an opening with that hole in his head. We've all passed through it into 
now, you know, like the eye of a needle. Everything that happens, from 1865 to today, has to 
pass through that wound.’’-Suzan-Lori Parks 
 
 Outside the New York Historical Society stands a statue of Abraham Lincoln. His hand is 
tucked into his coat, his stove-pipe hat is on, and he looks over the western edge of Central Park. 
One blustery day a few Februaries ago, I was waiting for a friend outside the museum, standing 
by this statue, and as I waited, a young girl broke free from her mother nearby, and desperately 
asked, pointing at the looming statue: “Is Daddy okay?” Her mother tried shooing her daughter 
back to her stroller, saying “that’s a statue of Abraham Lincoln. Does Daddy look anything like 
Abraham Lincoln?” Not to be deterred, the young girl turned and looked back at the statue: “is 
he alive?” 
 While a humorous episode, this innocent identification of a daughter confusing her father 
with Abraham Lincoln and asking whether the statue is alive, indicates a critical direction for this 
chapter. What, exactly, still lives about Abraham Lincoln, more than a century after his death? 
What do we remember, and how does that help or hinder us? Abraham Lincoln is many things, 
but one of the most important is that he is an American myth. Suzan-Lori Parks takes on this 
myth in her two of her plays, The America Play (1993) and Topdog/Underdog (2001). These 
plays engage with not only Lincoln himself, but explore how African-Americans must live on, 
now, with that myth hanging over them.  
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 In The America Play and Topdog/Underdog, Parks creates two sets of characters who are 
defined by their relationship to both Lincoln, and the Lincoln mythology. But through the 
repetition of the moment that solidifies Lincoln's apotheosis—when the actor/assassin John 
Wilkes Booth shoots the president—the audience begins to focus not on the myth of the Great 
Emancipator, but its aftermath. The plays ask their audience to consider the type of society 
which a full century of reconstruction, Jim Crow Laws, and racism produces. These questions 
are introduced by Parks’s constant repetition of Lincoln's assassination, which focuses attention 
on the bodies and stories of these men whom the myth entangles. Link and the Lesser Known, 
two Lincoln impersonators, are trapped by this myth that has hidden a significantly more 
complicated truth about Lincoln. Parks’s repetition of the assassination, which in both plays 
differs by degrees each time it is performed, as we shall see,  re-centers narratives of lived 
history within the myth. Parks re-wires the meaning of this event so that the repetitions of the 
assassination lead to the consideration of the aftermath of the event. Indeed, this performative 
technique of repetition defines these plays and propels their historiographic work, centering its 
actors in a specific way, changing the mythic narrative, and focusing attention less on Abraham 
Lincoln, and more on what has emerged from his legacy. This technique creates a new way of 
narrativizing history that centers not on the great man, but on the quotidian.  
 This chapter builds upon Parks’s own theatrical technique of Repetition and Revision, 
which she has named “Rep & Rev." This is a method she claims she adapted from musical 
performance. 'Rep & Rev' happens when a playwright repeats a phrase, which can be a piece of 
dialogue, a physical movement, or a whole scene, but changes it slightly each time the phrase is 
performed. For Parks this repetition creates a forward motion in the play as “characters refigure 
their words and through a refiguring of language show us that they are experiencing their 
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situation anew.”1 The climax then results from the "accumulated weight of the repetition," 2 a 
collapsing inward rather than an explosion outward. However, I am less interested in Parks’s 
revisions than in how the accumulation of the repetitions results in the effects on the bodies of 
the actors, as well as their stories. Just as historical synecdoche corporealizes the historical 
arguments, this revised version of Rep & Rev reveals the physical effects of these repetitions on 
Linc and Booth, The Lesser Known and Brazil, his son.  
 Although written and performed a decade apart, The America Play and Topdog/Underdog 
both follow African-American men who make their living by performing Abraham Lincoln's 
death, for minimum wage. However, for both Lesser Known in The America Play, and Lincoln 
in Topdog/Underdog, this impersonation is more than a job, as each man has a particular 
connection with the 16th president. The Lesser Known is the exact physical replica of Lincoln 
(with his race as a very visible, very significant difference), and he orientates his life around his 
connection with the president. Early in The America Play, the Lesser Known describes himself in 
the third person "He was tall and thinly built just like the Great Man. His legs were the longer 
part just like the Great Mans legs. His hands and feet were large as the Great Mans were large,"3 
thus putting himself immediately in relation to Lincoln.  Furthermore, the Lesser Known also 
alters his appearance to better fit Lincoln's institution: wearing a wart, and wearing a series of 
false beards.4  
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 Not only does he construct himself to emphasize his physical connection with Lincoln, 
but he ekes out a living performing Abraham Lincoln's death, allowing men and women dressed 
in nineteenth-century costumes, who are all referred to as 'Booth', to shoot him in an amusement 
park which he built called the Great Hole of History. The second act picks up a number of years 
later, when Lucy and Brazil, the Lesser Known's wife and son, come to look for him. In the 
second act, we learn more about The Lesser Known's life prior to his obsession with Lincoln, 
including that he was a grave digger. Through performative historiography's version of Rep & 
Rev, I am able to trace how the repetitions of performing Lincoln's assassinations take an 
economic, physical, and mental toll on The Lesser known and his family.  
 Topdog/Underdog, however, showcases a much different connection between Lincoln, 
the former 3-Card Monte hustler and current arcade impersonator, and his namesake. The two 
men share a name, but Lincoln — who insists on being called Linc — interweaves his own 
history into the performance of the assassination. Topdog follows a pair of brothers, named 
Lincoln and Booth, who share the claustrophobic apartment that Booth rents (but Lincoln pays 
for). Abandoned by their parents at ages 16 and 11, the brothers inherited $500 from either 
parent (Lincoln by their father, Booth by their mother). An element of the play's conflict arises 
because Lincoln spent his, while Booth saved his inheritance in the stocking it came in.  
 Unlike The America Play whose timeline is undefined, Topdog occurs over the course of 
a week, from Thursday to Thursday, paycheck day to paycheck day. Within this week, the 
relationship between Booth and Lincoln irrevocably fractures. The reasons for this disintegration 
are diverse, but particularly center around the 3-Card Monte card game. Booth, a preternaturally 
successful thief, very badly wants to be a 3-Card Monte Hustler but is demonstrably terrible at it. 
His older brother, Lincoln, was an uncommonly successful hustler of the same game, but now 
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works as a Lincoln impersonator at an arcade and refuses to coach his younger brother. The 
performance of the 3-Card Monte game is the bone of contention between these brothers, and 
through its performance, Linc manipulates Booth. While versions of the assassination do take 
place, it is the practice of 3-Card Monte that brings the brothers together, and also, ironically 
tears them apart. Like the shared language of burial practices between the Lesser Known's family 
in The America Play, confidence tricks are the bread and butter of the brothers’ communication. 
Parks acknowledges the importance of these confidence tricks as the play takes its name from the 
relationship between the two brothers. When the play begins, Lincoln is the "topdog" while 
Booth is the "underdog." These tensions between the two brothers transforms the focus on 
Lincoln into is a Cain and Abel fratricidal narrative. This narrative logic not only reconstructs the 
impetus for the assassination, from a political to a personal conflict, but also directly links the 
results of Lincoln’s assassination to the assassination itself.  The history of racism, economic 
inequality, and abandonment, resulting from Lincoln's assassination is yoked to an echoing 
gunshot. 
 But before addressing the consequences of the narrative, I will address the myth of 
Lincoln. Lincoln is often thought of, as Eric Foner describes him: “an icon embodying the 
society’s core values and myths—self-made man, frontier hero, liberator of the slaves—he exerts 
a unique hold on our historical imagination.”5 The popular image of Lincoln is that of a man who 
was “born with a pen in his hand, ready to sign the Emancipation Proclamation, or as entering 
the White House with a fixed determination to preside over the end of slavery and waiting for the 
northern public to catch up with him.”6 While Lincoln was antislavery, he was not an abolitionist 
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or a radical republican. He balanced his personal desire for widespread freedom with his duties 
as a legislator in a land that recognized the rights of Southerners to own human beings. 
Furthermore, while he believed privately that “all men everywhere could be free,” this did not 
necessarily mean that Lincoln, when he entered politics, believed that freed former slaves had a 
place in American society, or should be Americans at all. When he first emerged as a politician, 
and indeed, throughout the stages of his 1850s political career, Lincoln agreed with Kentucky 
Senator Henry Clay, who was secretary and head of the American Colonization Society, whose 
purpose was to advocate for “a society freed—gradually, peacefully, and without sectional 
conflict—from both slavery and the unwanted presences of blacks."7  Indeed, Lincoln believed 
that the presence of slavery was an obstacle to human progress, and often set the debate in moral 
terms. However, at the beginning of his career, slavery was for Lincoln an “abstraction, a 
violation of basic principles of self-determination and equality, not a living institution that rested 
on day-to-day violence.”8   
 However, as Lincoln learned more about African-American culture, and was exposed to 
the horrors of slavery, his earlier beliefs evolved. Once he became President, Lincoln reshaped 
the government to reflect his developed stance, issuing, then defending the Emancipation 
Proclamation. We can see Lincoln's development in a speech to African-American soldiers 
gathered at Jefferson Davis’s former presidential mansion in Virginia. In this address, Lincoln 
not only reiterated his devotion to African-American freedom but also to a principle of self-
determination:  
  In reference to you, colored people, let me say that God has made  
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  you free. Although you have been deprived of your God-given  
  rights by your so-called masters, you are now as free as I am, and if those 
   that claim to be your superiors do not know that you are free, take the sword 
   and bayonet and teach them that you are—for God created all men free,  
  giving to each the same rights of life, liberty and he pursuit of happiness.9 
 
Thus, even from this brief overview, it is clear that the "historical" Lincoln is not the paragon 
both political parties can claim today, who was always on the right side of history. Rather, he 
was a man who evolved with his times, who learned and grew, but staunchly defended his 
beliefs. This complicated presence haunts the stage in both The America Play and 
Topdog/Underdog, and Lincoln is an opaque, but omnipresent figure. While Parks’s plays do not 
address this evolution of thought, what the "Lincoln cycle"  (the colloquial name for these two 
plays) does do extraordinarily well is highlight the dangers of obsessing over and privileging a 
certain image of the past.  
 The majority of Parks’s oeuvre wrestles with questions of history and historical 
representation. From her first professionally produced play, Imperceptible Mutabilities in the 
Third Kingdom (1989), Parks has been dedicated to uncovering lost histories through theatrical 
experimentation. Imperceptible Mutabilities is a series of interconnected scenes that explore the 
black experience in America since slavery. The play travels back and forth through time and 
culminates in a choral poem about the Middle Passage.10 Parks’s historical investments grew 
                                                 
9 William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, “The Coming of the Lord," in Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a 
History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880  
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 1935), 113.  
 
10 In many ways, Imperceptible Mutabilities anticipates August Wilson's play Gem of the Ocean (2003), which 
became the first entry in his Pittsburgh Cycle.  
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with The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World (1989), a play that collapsed a 
biblical world into a historical one, creating a novel genealogy and history of African and 
African-American life. Death of the Last Black Man challenges the traditional, white Eurocentric 
construction of history.  A character, the evocatively named Yes and Greens Black-Eyed Peas 
Cornbread offers a strategy for combatting this silencing and denial of agency: "You should 
write it down because if you don’t write it down then they will come long and tell the future that 
we did not exist. You should write it down and you should hide it under a rock." 11   
 Death of the Last Black Man gives us a glimpse into how histories that do not conform to 
white Euro-centric visions of the world might be preserved. This dedication to centering the 
stories of figures who have been stripped of agency is paramount in Venus (1996). The play is 
Parks’s exploration of the life of Saartjie Baartman, a Khoi woman who was overtly sexualized 
and exhibited in freak shows in Europe. Once she died, Baartman's body was used as a scientific 
experiment. In Venus, Parks juxtaposes several performance and historiographic forms. Similar 
to The America Play and the Living Newspapers, Venus includes extended and un-performable, 
footnotes. Furthermore, Baartman's lover-cum-exhibitor, the Baron Docteur, gives a lecture on 
her anatomy. Over the course of the play, Parks inserts the freak show, the anatomical lecture, a 
trial and a sensational melodrama, "For the Love of the Venus," which stages the obsession of a 
young man with Africa, and the Hottentot Venus, and whose wife puts on blackface and padding 
to become the Venus.12 Parks’s latest, Father Comes Home from the Wars (2004, 2009), restages 
the Odyssey within the American Civil War. Father Comes Home not only reworks the classical 
                                                 
11 Suzan-Lori Parks, "The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World," in The America Play and Other 
Works (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1994), 104.  
 
12 Suzan-Lori Parks, Venus (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1997). 
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tradition, but also follows an enslaved man who fights for the Confederacy. Hero's journey is an 
alternative narrative to the common stories about the period.  
 Due to Parks’s long engagement with historical representation and critique, she is one of 
the leading voices in the writing and producing of theatricalized history, particularly American 
history. While Parks consistently returns to the nineteenth century, namely the Civil War and its 
aftermath, The America Play and Topdog/Underdog are unique in her oeuvre for their affiliation, 
since they both stage the Lincoln assassination by a black actor.13 Parks herself drew the 
comparison in the introduction to Topdog:  
 In January 1999 I was thinking about a play I'd written seven years earlier 
  called  The America Play. In that play's first act we watch a black man who has  
 fashioned a career for himself: he sits in an arcade impersonating Abraham Lincoln and 
 letting people come and play at shooting him dead — like John Wilkes Booth shot our 
 sixteenth president in 1865 during a performance at Ford's Theatre. So I was thinking 
 about my old play when another black Lincoln impersonator, unrelated to the first guy, 
 came to mind: a new character for a new play. This time I would just focus on his home 
 life.14  
 
                                                 
13 Or rather, I should say, The America Play and Topdog/Underdog are unique in her body of work for the 
connections she draws between the repeated performance of historical characters. The Red Letter Plays—In the 
Blood (1999) and Fucking A (2000)—rewrite Hester Prynne’s story from The Scarlett Letter. Both plays maintain 
her devotion to her illegitimate child and her suffering under a sexually oppressive society. These core 
characteristics are then explored and exploded in two different dystopias. 
 
14 Suzan-Lori Parks, Topdog/Underdog (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 2001), 1.  
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These plays not only center two analogous characters, both also explore responses to the 
overwhelming Lincoln myth, re-centering its performers in a historical narrative.15 Although 
these plays have a real relationship, Parks employs markedly distinct tools in creating these 
revisions in The America Play and Topdog/Underdog.16 
        While these similarities are indisputable, I nevertheless follow Parks’s lead in downplaying 
the connection between these two works. Indeed, the differences are clear at the level of Parks’s 
historical argument, as the repetitions of Lincoln's assassination emphasizes different elements in 
each play. In The America Play, the repetitions of Lincoln's assassination emphasize the Lesser 
Known's body, while Topdog/Underdog privileges the brother's account of their memories, and 
ties the assassination to the brothers' personal histories.  
 Moreover, each play approaches the Lincoln narrative through a discrete method. 
Lincoln's history clearly haunts and oppresses The Lesser Known. The impersonator is forever 
attempting to catch up to a man who died more than a century before he was born.17 As we shall 
see, Lincoln's legacy does not control Linc in the way that it does The Lesser Known. 
Furthermore, The America Play also includes many sites of historical revision. Indeed, The Great 
                                                 
15 While the two men share certain characteristics with each other, as we shall see, there are more differences than 
there are similarities. Some of these differences include an interest in staging broken families. However, they 
approach them from varying angles: The Lesser Known abandons his family, while Lincoln and Booth are 
themselves abandoned.  Both plays include an elevation of the bodies and the performers' narratives, which reveal 
particular societal injustices, expressly centered around economic racism. 
 
 16 Due to this clear connection, I am by no means the first to put these two plays into conversation. In "Suzan-Lori 
Parks’s staging of the Lincoln Myth in The America Play and Topdog/Underdog," Verna Foster calls the two plays 
"companion pieces" which   "use different dramatic forms to address similar historical issues; they too, inevitably 
come to very different conclusions." Furthermore, Foster argues, these two plays "corrects common historical and 
cultural assumptions and (re)makes African American history within American traditions"  “Suzan-Lori Parks’s 
Staging of the Lincoln Myth in ‘The America Play’ and ‘Topdog/Underdog,’” The Journal of American Drama and 
Theatre 17, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 26, 28.   Others, such as W.B. Worthen, identify another duality in "history" not only 
the content and its accessibility, but also "the recovery and interpretation of the past — Rep and Rev — at the 
reciprocal interface between writing and performance." “Citing History: Textuality and Performativity in the Plays 
of Suzan-Lori Parks," Essays In Theatre/Etudes Theatrales 18, no. 1 (November 1, 1999): 5. 
 
17 Parks, The America Play, 161,163,171,172. 
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Hole of History is replete with rewritings and reconstructions. After shooting him, The Lesser 
Known's customers recite either Booth's own phrase ("Thus to the Tyrants" or "The South is 
Avenged")18 or anachronistic phrases, such as the last words of General Robert E. Lee, Edward 
Stanton's statement while Lincoln died, or Mary Todd's cry on seeing her husband shot.19 
Additionally, The Lesser Known selectively quotes and rewrites Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address,20 
juxtaposing Lincoln's famous distancing phrase ("four score and seven years ago", rewritten in 
Parks’s distinct verbal form)21 to an impressive recital of state capitals, as well as part of a larger 
series of quotations from Lincoln’s famous speeches. These inclusions of unmarked historical —
and especially famous —material, makes the audience question what is quotation and what is 
original.22  
 Not only does she include historical material, but Parks transforms The Lesser Known 
into a figure of history. In the second act, The Hall of Wonders, historical and non-historical 
artifacts from America's and The Lesser Known's past are scattered around the stage, waiting to 
be discovered by The Lesser Known's family. These artifacts that emerge from The Lesser 
Known's life, including his bust of Lincoln, and his beard box, are of greater importance to his 
                                                 
18 Ibid., 132, 133. 
19 Ibid., 134, 136, 137 For an in-depth discussion on Parks’s historical argument created by these sayings and 
phrases, see Kurt Bullock's “Famous/Last Words: The Disruptive Rhetoric of Historico-Narrative ‘Finality’ in 
Suzan-Lori Parks’s The American Play," American Drama 10, no. 2 (July 1, 2001): 69–87. 
 
20 Parks, The America Play, 150, 151, 153, 158. 
 
21 Parks rewrites this speech as "4score and 7 years ago" (Ibid., 188). In another instance of Rep & Rev, she changes 
the 'ago' to 'uhgoh' depending on whether it is The Lesser Known or Lucy, his wife, or Brazil, his son, speaking.  
 
22 There is a divide between what is available to the audience, and what is available to the reader with these phrases. 
While the audience most likely knows that Booth did not say "Strike the Tents" or "Now he belongs to the ages," 
they wouldn't necessarily know these phrases were fictional. In the published version of the script, Parks notes in 
footnotes which of these statements are made up 
.  
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family than the ones from national history, such as George Washington's bones.23 Moreover, the 
broader setting of the play is replete with historiographical meanings. The Great Hole of History 
is "at once the whole of history, the absence from that whole of African American history, a 
historical theme park in the Eastern United States, the replica of that theme park dug in the West 
by the Foundling father, the wound in Lincoln’s head, and a vagina. The hole is also the stage." 
24 
 Within The America Play Parks not only as highlights her manipulation of 
historiography, but also foregrounds American Theatrical history. The second act includes 
extended scenes from Our American Cousin, the production Lincoln attended when he was 
assassinated. 25 Finally, The Lesser Known also very deliberately quotes Nineteenth-Century 
performance style, as well as engaging with the form of living history. 
 While Lincoln (called Linc) and his brother Booth (called 3-Card) engage with the 
framework of the Lincoln narrative, performative historiography operates in Topdog in a manner 
distinct from The America Play.  Gone are the footnotes and quotations, but Linc and 3-Card 
manipulate both their and the audience's expectations of how the past should look and be 
performed. The differing historiographic approaches of these two plays is partly due to the 
divergence in their forms. The America Play openly eschews realism, relying on wholesale 
                                                 
23 Ibid., 185. 
 
24 Foster, "Staging of the Lincoln Myth," 28.  
 
25 For a longer discussion of Parks’s multiple forms of historiography, see Harry J.  Elam Jr., and Alice Rayner. 
“Echoes from the Black (W)hole: An Examination of The America Play by Suzan-Lori Parks,", in Performing 
America: Cultural Nationalism in American Theater (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999). 
 Katy Ryan, “‘No Less Human’: Making History in Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play," Journal of Dramatic 
Theory and Criticism 13, no. 2 (Spring 1994): 81–94. S. E Wilmer, "Restaging the Nation: The Work of Suzan-Lori 




repetition (from the level of dialogue up through scenes), while Topdog/Underdog seemingly 
plays by realism's rules.26 The America Play and Topdog/Underdog are often set against each 
other. Although Parks received both praise and scorn for her "turn" to realism from influential 
reviewers, Topdog/Underdog's realism is harder to pin down than Ben Brantley claims.27 Patrick 
Maley writes that Parks’s realism "destabilizes realist assumptions in order to critique several 
major genealogies of America drama and society."28 Nicolas Grene undermines Parks’s realism 
even further, arguing that it is impossible to believe anything that the play presents as "literal 
reality."29 Grene sows doubt about anything from plot points (Booth boosting two suits), to the 
brother's backstories (how likely would the two parents abandoning their children in almost 
identical ways really be?). This raises generic question about the bounds of realism. Does realism 
mean that all the events of the play must be completely believable, or does it take place within a 
recognizable world? For the purposes of my project, Topdog's realism is useful because it allows 
                                                 
26 The recent backlash from the New York Times article "The Great Work Continues: The 25 Best American Plays 
Since ‘Angels in America’" shows this division. This list, compiled by the NYT's chief theatre critics and writers, 
placed Topdog/Underdog at the top, as "best play".  This choice drew ire from the readership, who considered the 
play to be simplistic, and less interesting than Parks’s previous theatrical innovations, particular in comparison to 
The America Play and Father Comes Home from the Wars. ‘Surprised and Dismayed’: Readers Respond to Our 
Best 25 Plays List.” The New York Times. June 24, 2018.  
 
27 In his review of the Public's production, Brantley, the chief theatre critic of the New York Times, wrote 
"'Topdog,'' its author's most consumer friendly and outright entertaining work to date, should establish an expanded 
audience for Ms. Parks, who has often been regarded as overly opaque." “Brothers in a Game Where the Hand Is 
Faster Than the Eye," The New York Times, July 27, 2001. 
 
28  “What Is and What Aint: Topdog/Underdog and the American Hustle,” Modern Drama 56, no. 2 (Summer 2013): 
186. Among those who praised Parks’s realist turn was NYT Theatre reviewer Ben Brantley. He commended the 
Broadway production for being a "deeply theatrical experience"  and Parks herself for constructing "a captivating 
narrative without sacrificing her high theatric ambitions" Una Chaudhuri  in her review for Theatre Journal, wrote 
that the literalness that the setting suggest is, Chaudhuri  argues, is “like its apparent literary mode, only skin deep” 
and the “expansive new American dramaturgy” that Parks is the exemplar of “illuminates and enlivens traditional 
realism, turning the cluttered little room into an echo chamber resonating with the endless poetry of American self-
fashioning." Review: Topdog/Underdog, Theatre Journal 54, no. 2 (2002): 289, 291. 
 
29 “Topdog/Underdog: Welcome to the Family," in Home on the Stage: Domestic Spaces in Modern Drama (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 200-1.  
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the elements of performative historiography to stand out. The America Play, as I've suggested 
above, uses multiple forms of historiographic performance, so it's harder to trace Repetition and 
Revision's impact.  
 However, I am less interested in the realistic likelihood of these events and more 
intrigued by the reactions of the characters to their experiences. Topdog takes place in a 
recognizable world where time functions in an understandable way, while The America Play 
exists in a “timeless, placeless place of pure phantasmagoria."30 In The America Play, time is 
marked only by the visitation of the Lesser Known's customers, thus imbricating the 
assassination into the functioning of his world, while time in Topdog is economically defined. 
The play takes place over a week from payday to payday.  
 Given their prominent positions in the American—and especially, history play—cannon, 
The America Play and Topdog/Underdog have both generated a massive scholarly interest, 
especially regarding their engagement with historical creation. Others have focused on textuality, 
citational practice, performance, family, or in the case of Topdog, game theory and masculinity.31   
 In order to trace how The Lesser Known and Lincoln repeat and revise the Lincoln 
narrative, this chapter relies on recorded performances available at the Lincoln Center Theater on 
Film and Tape Archive.  For The America Play, the performance available was recorded on 
February 5th, 1994, at the Yale Repertory Theatre, in New Haven, Connecticut. For 
                                                 
30 Ibid., 190.  
 
31 See Jochen Achilles. “Does Reshuffling the Cards Change the Game? Structures of Play in Parks’s 
Topdog/Underdog," in Suzan-Lori Parks: Essays on the Plays and Other  Works,  ed. Philip C. Kolin  (Jefferson, 
N.C.: McFarland & Co, 2010).; Soyica Diggs Colbert. “Reconstitution: Suzan-Lori Parks’s Topdog/Underdog," in 
The African American Theatrical Body: Reception, Performance, and the Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011).  Laura Dawkins.  “Family Acts: History, Memory, and Performance in Suzan-Lori Parks’s The 
America Play and Topdog/ Underdog," South Atlantic Review 74, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 82–98. 
Jason Bush. “Who’s Thuh Man?! Historical Melodrama and the Performance of Masculinity in Topdog/Underdog.”  
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Topdog/Underdog, I use a performance reordered August 30th, 2001, at the Public Theatre. The 
textual analysis is taken from the published versions of the scripts.32 
 
"Little Ringing in the Ears. Slight Deafness": Repetition, the body, and historical creation 
in The America Play. 
 
 The America Play premiered at the Yale Repertory Theatre in 1994, directed by Parks’s 
longtime collaborator, Liz Diamond. It was restaged with a new set at the Public Theatre later 
that same year. The America Play begins with a Black man standing alone on a tiny, brown 
raised platform, stark against the grey expanse of the Yale Repertory stage. The man, who 
quickly introduces himself as “The Lesser Known,” recites a series of Chiasmus, a rhetorical 
figure which reverses the order of the first clause in the succeeding clauses.  This rhetorical 
figure is "a response to the past that both repeats and reorders it."33As the Lesser Known quotes 
several versions of Chiasmus, he simultaneously constructs a certain theatrical past, striking 
several poses reminiscent of nineteenth-century performance. This combination of theatricality 
and reordering serves as an excellent introduction to a work that plays with performance and 
time, where each comment on the other. Subsequently, The America Play's mode of operation, as 
well as the concerns of the play, are immediately introduced to the audience.   
 This chiasmus technique immediately informs the initial introduction of the Lesser 
Known, as he creates a tension between the past and the present by establishing himself as a 
figure of history. He begins his monologue with his declaration that “There once was a man,"34  
                                                 
 32 Liz Diamond, The America Play, Theatre on Film and Tape Archive (New Haven: Yale Repertory Theatre, 1994) 
  George C. Wolfe, Topdog/Underdog, Theatre on Film and Tape Archive (New York: Public Theatre, 2002) 
 
33 Worthen, "Citing History," 6. 
34 Parks, The America Play, 129. 
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which distances The Lesser Known from his own narrative. At the same time, The Lesser 
Known also brings Abraham Lincoln into the present through his uncanny physical resemblance 
to the sixteenth president, described in the introduction to this chapter.  
 The Lesser Known's resemblance, along with a keen interest in historicity and historical 
performance, dictates the path of his life. After honeymooning with his wife Lucy at the Great 
Hole of History, the Lesser Known becomes obsessed with historical performance: “The Hole 
and its Historicity and the part he played in it all gave shape to the life and posterity of the Lesser 
known that he could never shake.”35 Originally a gravedigger, The Lesser Known became an 
impersonator, attempting to make a living by reciting Lincoln's famous speeches. However, his 
customer base was less interested in his oratorical impersonation of Lincoln, they were more 
intrigued by his physical resemblance to the president. After his first attempt at setting up a Great 
Hole of History and reciting speeches, his customers who expressed their displeasure by 
throwing old food at him,36 remarked that he played Lincoln so well "that he ought to be shot."37 
The Lesser Known's bodily resemblance to Lincoln thus led to his performance of assassination 
and the immediate erasure of the Lesser Known's history and identity.  
 Although The Lesser Known's augmented physical resemblance creates a steady business 
of performing Lincoln’s assassination, it also traps him within a process that kills him. The 
Lesser Known's entire presence is informed by his relationship to Lincoln (which makes us 
wonder who the corollary 'greater known' man would be).38 The Lesser Known wears the 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 162.  
36 Ibid., 133.  
 
37 Ibid., 164.  
 
38 While the script calls him The Foundling Father, this is a title not available in performance. The character 
addresses himself as 'The Lesser Known' in his monologue.  
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moniker proudly, and assures the audience that he is a devotee of, what he calls, the Great Man. 
The first act, called The Lincoln Act in the script, is a long monologue where The Lesser known 
details his relationship with the Great Man, as well as periodically reveals how driven by his 
obsession with what he calls the "historicity of it all," he abandoned his family. He is 
periodically interrupted by customers who come and ‘shoot’ him. As these costumers and 
repetitions of the assassination increase in number and speed, the audience begins to focus more 
on the breakdown of The Lesser Known’s body.  
 
4.1: "A virtual twinship with greatness": centering The Lesser Known's body.  
 
 The Great Hole is a coating of dirt on the stage. While the original hole was a 
performance space for a variety of historical shows, The Lesser Known exclusively constructs 
his Western version for his engagement with Lincoln, assembling his surroundings to underscore 
his connection to the Great Man. The only furniture is on a raised, brightly lit, small platform. It 
is large enough for a rocking chair, a pedestal with a variety of prop pistols, and space for two 
adults to stand, dominates the center of the stage. On the back edge of this platform, a blood red 
curtain hangs, mimicking Ford's Theater.  
 Aside from the stage, The Lesser Known surrounds himself with other representations of 
the Great Man. On stage right, staring at the platform where The Lesser Known performs, is a 
larger than life cardboard cut-out of Lincoln, incongruously holding an exit sign.39 On stage left 
is a marble bust of Lincoln, that serves as The Lesser Known ’s bank. The bust, unnaturally 
                                                 
39 The stage design emphasizes the direction of the cut out's gaze, which directs the audience's eyes to an undulating 
line that runs across the back wall of the stage. 
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white against the dull colors of the stage, sits on a tall glass case, a quarter of the way full with 
pennies, yet another commodification of Lincoln's likeness.40  
 Thus, The Lesser Known is encompassed by Lincoln: his myth, his image, and his 
refractions. However, The Lesser Known is not content to exist alongside these memorials of 
Lincoln, but he ritualistically acknowledges his surroundings several times: “a wink to the Great 
Man’s cut out. A nod to the great man’s bust.”41 Because these types of gestures are not legible 
onstage, The Lesser Known exaggerates them, so The Lesser Known's nod becomes a bow and a 
quick tap on the chest, while the wink is amplified by a click of the tongue. As the play 
progresses, The Lesser Known becomes increasingly disturbed by his inability to fully inhabit 
Lincoln, demonstrated by the breakdown of his relationship with the objects that surround him. 
Near the end of the Lincoln Act, The Lesser Known remarks that he is beginning to buckle under 
"bearing the burden of his resemblance."42 C man and C woman, two of the assassins who 
present him with a future he will never have, visit him. In a quiet moment after they leave, The 
Lesser Known compares himself with the unnaturally white marble bust of Lincoln, which serves 
as his penny bank.43 The Lesser Known slowly walks over to his bank and makes a series of 
increasingly despondent comparisons. He compares the color of his skin to the eerie whiteness of 
the bust. He runs his hand over the sculpted hair and then contrasts it to his own close-cropped 
hair, feeling the textural difference. Finally, he traces the busts' forehead and nose before feeling 
                                                 
40 This part of the set also exposes The Lesser Known's poverty. While the glass podium is half-full, it is only with 
pennies. This collection could not be enough to equal a livable wage. 
. 
41 Ibid., 160, 171, 172.  
 
42 Ibid., 171.  
 
43 C Man and C Woman have just gotten married, and are eagerly anticipating their life together. The Lesser Known, 
who has left his wife and child behind (Ibid., 171).  
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the variations in his own (the bust has a narrow nose, while his nostrils are larger), and he forces 
his nostrils to match the busts', unsuccessfully.44 As he sinks further into despair, these gestures 
become increasingly violent—the tap on the chest becomes an articulated blow—until The 
Lesser Known moves to confront the cut out, staring up at it challengingly. Thus even the 
smallest gestures, The Lesser Known centers his body within a conversation about his 
relationship to the Great Man.   
 The Lesser Known's contemplations of his body accentuates his features and the 
differences between him and the Great Man. However, it is the assassination's repetition that 
most productively highlights The Lesser Known's body, particularly as these repetitions 
highlight his preparations for being shot. These preparations draw such attention to his body that 
he never quite disappears into the role. Rather, the audience always sees The Lesser Known 
within the Lincoln myth, and must consider the effects the assassination has on his body and his 
livelihood.  
 Examining the first interaction with his customer provides a clear window into how these 
assassinations center The Lesser Known's body. When the customer, regardless of gender or 
number, and addressed as 'Booth' by the text, approaches The Lesser Known, the impersonator is 
already in position as the Great Man. The Lesser Known is in costume, beard and hat on, sitting 
in the rocking chair as he regales the audience.45 As The Lesser Known narrativizes his own 
story—how historical performance possessed him, feeding his obsession as he developed his 
                                                 
44 This moment, where the Lesser Known articulates his despondency about never being able to recreate the Great 
Man physically, is not indicated by the script, but available only in performance. 
 
45 There is a significant difference between when The Lesser Known is “playing” Lincoln and when he is not. When 
the Lesser Known is most himself—entertaining the audience with his own story—he crosses and uncrosses his legs. 
He rests comfortably in the chair, and rocks back and forth. When he is “Lincoln” he sits perfectly stiff and straight. 
However, as the Lincoln Act continues, the boundaries between the two characters become blurred in performance, 
just as they are blurred in his narrative. The Lesser Known compulsively returns to the Great Man's story. 
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act—his favorite customer interrupts him, quite literally silencing his story favor of Lincoln's 
narrative. However, once he spots the customer (whom the script calls A-Man), The Lesser 
Known breaks the frame of the stage, waving his customer towards him even as Booth strides 
forward. The Lesser Known's preparing for his assassination accentuates his limbs. His 
movements are ritualistic, repeated in the same way for each customer who comes to shoot him. 
He dabs a handkerchief across his forehead and down his nose, cracks his neck, adjusts his 
costume (hat, coat, and vest), and drums his fingers on the armrests of his chair. His preparations 
draw attention to the same features that The Lesser Known compared with the bust of Lincoln.  
 Once he has completed his ritual, The Lesser Known takes two breaths so deep that his 
entire body seems to shift. He then guffaws twice, "Haw haw Haw Haw. (Rest) HAW HAW 
HAW HAW."46 His laughter shakes his entire body, and indeed his head and hat move. The 
laughter is so forceful that he takes a breath between each set, focusing attention on his chest and 
presence in the chair. 47  Once The Lesser Known stops laughing, 'Booth' shoots The Lesser 
Known with an exaggerated “pop” of a stage gun. The Lesser Known throws his hand up, 
slumping in his chair, and immediately dying.48 I linger on these preparations because they take a 
notable length of time. Indeed, they are equal in length of time to the assassination itself: both 
take nine seconds in performance. The effort and time it takes for The Lesser Known to become 
Lincoln—especially as “Booth” patiently waits for The Lesser Known to be ready —shows the 
                                                 
46 Ibid., 164.  
 
47 The experience clearly effects A-Man. After completing the assassination, A-Man presses his hand over his heart, 
while The Lesser Known slowly raises his head, and seems to get a kick out of A-Man taking the exchange so 
seriously. However, A-Man's moment to take in his action is a clear recall of the Lesser Known's bow to Lincoln's 
bust. 
 
48 Historically, Lincoln took several hours to die in a secondary location. The Lesser Known's version is more 
satisfying to his customers, several of whom return multiple times: either immediately (like B-Woman) or over the 
course of the Act (like A-Man).  
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distance between these two figures. It also demonstrates how the Lesser Known must twist 
himself to become the Greater Man.49 
 Not only do the preparations draw attention to The Lesser Known's body, but so do the 
performance of the assassinations. As these repetitions grow in number, and the customers begin 
to become bolder in breaking the 'rules' of the game, and The Lesser Known grows worn out. 
The joy that the impersonator feels when his favorite customer visits—he claps and laughs, and 
waves, as "Booth" exits—disappears and The Lesser Known’s body becomes more and more 
prominent as he describes the physical effects of his work. After the B Man's visit, The Lesser 
Known admits that he has "a slight deafness in this ear other than that there are no side effects."50 
Confronted by the possibilities in his next two customers' future (C Man and C Woman, who are 
on their honeymoon), he revises his diagnosis: "Theyll have children and theyll bring their 
children here. A slight deafness in this ear other than that there are no side effects. Little ringing 
in the ears. Slight deafness. I cant complain."51. In both cases, the cap gun which fires next to his 
ear all day forces the audience to take The Lesser Known's body into consideration, and we are 
able to see that the assassinations have a physical effect on The Lesser Known.  The greater 
number of times he attempts to inhabit the role of Lincoln, the more his body rejects the role. He 
rejects the myth and pivots to the lived reality of The Lesser Known’s (economically depressed) 
experience. As the audience pays more attention to The Lesser Known's physical and mental 
state, we must remember that The Lesser Known earns a penny for each performance. Paying a 
                                                 
49 These preparations also point to a difference in emphasis between the performance and the script. The script 
informs the reader to pay more attention to Booth's actions in the moment: "A Man, as John Wilkes Booth, enters. 
He takes a gun and "stand in position"; at the left side of the Foundling Father, as Abraham Lincoln, pointing the 
gun at the Foundling Father's head" (Ibid., 164). The Lesser Known's preparations exist entirely in performance. 
 
50 Ibid., 169.  
 
51 Ibid., 170.  
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penny —a denomination with Lincoln's face embossed into it —to symbolically kill Lincoln is 
the type of historical pastiche that Parks excels in. However, this system does not produce a 
livable wage. Similar to Caroline Thibodeaux and the other African-American maids in 
Caroline, or Change, The Lesser Known's skills are devalued.  
 Indeed, as the Lincoln Act progresses, not only is The Lesser Known's body increasingly 
put at the focus of our attention, but we see how he uses it to experiment with the image of the 
Lincoln myth. The Lesser Known’s version of the Great Man isn’t static, but is rather protean, 
transforming each time he changes his beard. Analogous to the breakdown of his body, his use of 
different beards centers his bodily presence and agency over the myth and iconic images. The 
manipulations of Lincoln's image that The Lesser Known allows himself are versions of Lincoln 
from different points in his history. Unlike the images of the president which surround The 
Lesser Known, the performed Lincoln is never static. After his best customer visits, The Lesser 
Known changes beards: "He sported this style in the early war years. Years of uncertainty...a 
beard of uncertainty."52 The Lesser Known then travels back in time after the honeymooning 
couple visits him: "Clean-shaven for a while. The face needs air. Clean-shaven as in his youth. 
When he met his Mary."53 The Lesser Known's face needs to breath from wearing the beard all 
day, but in the very next same breath, the historical narrative subsumes and re-categorizes his 
needs.  
 Indeed, these manipulations even allow him to expand his intervention and imagines his 
revision even entering into the historical record, where he reimagines Lincoln as blonde: 
"Blonde. Not bad if you like a stretch. Hmm. Let us pretend for a moment that our beloved Mr. 
                                                 
52 Ibid., 166.  
53 Ibid., 169.  
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Lincoln was a blonde.” The Lesser Known then goes on to quote a poem composed by himself, 
imagining a blonde Lincoln: “The Sun on his fair hair looked like the sun itself."54 While this 
quote is entirely fictional, it enters into the text in the same form as any of the other quotations, 
and even includes a footnote identifying it. In fact, The Lesser Known returns to this possibility. 
After B woman exposes the artificiality of the enterprise, screaming Liars and Lies while The 
Lesser Known cringes in his chair, The Lesser Known decides that some inaccuracies are 
important. In doing so, The Lesser Known centers himself, and his own version of the narrative: 
"I think I'll wear the yellow beard. variety. Works like uh tonic."55  Thus, like the 'Booths' 
anachronistic phrasings, this beard, which brings The Lesser Known joy, undermines the 
seriousness and potency of the historical record, since it enters into the text unremarked upon.  
 However, if The Lesser Known allows himself deviations from the narrative, he quickly 
has to yield control back to the traditional form. The myth finds its staunchest defenders in his 
customers, who are interested in a specific product. As The Lesser Known introduces the blonde 
beard, he also announces its limitations:  
  This is my fancy beard. Yellow. Mr. Lincolns hair was dark so 
   I dont wear it much. If you deviate too much thy wont get their  
  pleasure. Thats my experience. Some inconsistencies are perpetuatable  
  because theyre good for business. But not the yellow beard. Its just my  
  fancy. Ev-ery once and a while.56  
 
                                                 
54 Ibid., 168.  
55 Ibid., 168.  
56 Ibid., 163.  
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While Lincoln's choice of beards seems to allow him a greater amount of freedom, he is still 
bound to play by certain rules. Indeed, the market for his performance (through his customers, 
who pay him a penny) is dictated by convention., This connection between currency and The 
Lesser Known's performance is reflected in his final beard. This beard most reflects Lincoln’s 
apotheosis: "Full fringe. The way he appears on the money."57 One of the last images the 
audience sees of The Lesser Known mimics the versions of Lincoln that surrounds him, and it is 
the most commonly reproduced image. The Lesser Known appears to be fully assimilated by the 
myth. 
 Similarly, in the last moments of The Lincoln Act, The Lesser Known, despairingly, 
imagines a dark future where he is completely absorbed by the myth: 
 Once again striding in the Great Mans footsteps. Riding on in. Riding to  
 the rescue the  way they do. They both had such long legs. Such big feet.  
 And the Greater Man had such a lead although of course somehow still “back there.” 
  If the Lesser Known had slowed down stopped moving completely gone in reverse  
 died maybe the Greater Man could have caught up. Woulda had a chance.  
 Woulda sneaked up behind him the Greater Man would have sneaked up behind the 
 Lesser  Known unbeknownst and wrestled him to the ground. Stabbed him in the back. In 
 revenge. “Thus to the tyrants!” Shot him maybe. The Lesser Known forgets who he is 
 and just crumples. His bones cannot be found. The Greater Man continues on.58   
 
 For the Lincoln myth to continue, this fantasy of The Lesser Known suggests, it would have to 
entirely transform, obliterating the Lesser Known in the process. The myth depends on Lincoln's 
martyrdom, but the Lesser Known's vision transforms his nemesis.  The Greater Man, possessed 
by revenge, becomes, through quotation, John Wilkes Booth. Furthermore, the assassination 
itself changes: it becomes much more active and brutal as The Lesser Known imagines himself 
being wrestled to the ground, stabbed and shot. It is hard to ignore the implication of a black man 
                                                 
57 Ibid., 171.  
58 Ibid., 172.  
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sacrificed to maintain the integrity of a white man's story, particularly in a sacrifice as brutal as 
this one. Thus, performative historiography demonstrates the violence, both physically and 
culturally, to African-American culture that it takes to maintain this myth.    
 This centering of The Lesser Known’s body also reaches its  own apotheosis in the final 
assassination.59 Immediately before this fantasy, The Lesser Known’s best customer visits him. 
The scene repeats in its entirety from its previous iteration (including The Lesser Known's 
recitation of his origins), but with The Lesser Known making a crucial difference in 
performance.  When A-Man approaches the stage, The Lesser Known's stovepipe hat sits on the 
ground next to him. Subsequently when Booth readies himself in position and aims his gun, the 
weapon is inches away from The Lesser Known’s body, rather than the stovepipe hat, the 
representation of Lincoln. Because of the proximity of the weapon to his body, The Lesser 
Known appears more vulnerable than he has in the past. Without his hat, he looks nothing like 
Lincoln, but a man about to be murdered. This vulnerability is repeated and enlarged through the 
lighting.  Lincoln Center's videographer pulls back, and the entire stage is visible, including the 
doubling of the tableau on the smaller stage. Due to the directionality of the stage's illumination, 
the shadows of The Lesser Known, sitting in his chair, looking away from Booth, who holds a 
gun to his bare head, cast on the wall to their right.  
                                                 
59 Not only do the repeated assassinations have a permanent effect on The Lesser Known's physical being, but the 
world itself. The Lincoln Act ends with a final gunshot, which echoes (Parks, The America Play 173). The second 
act is punctuated ten times by echoing gunshots, whose origin it is impossible to determine. The "gunshot sound will 
simultaneously cite Lincoln as well as the Foundling Father. This double reference signals, on the one hand, the 
latter’s incorporation into the former, but on the other hand an incomplete incorporation." Sun Hee Teresa Lee, 
“Unnatural Conception: (Per)Forming History and Historical Subjectivity in Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play 
and Venus,” Journal of American Drama and Theatre 19, no. 1 (Winter 2007). 26.  However, while the gunshots 
Linc these two men, what is clear is that the environment of the replica Great Hole of History has been changed. 
That the gunshots, like their presence in the Lincoln Act, almost become a timekeeping device. Sanja Bahun-
Radunović, “History in Postmodern Theater: Heiner Müller, Caryl Churchill, and Suzan-Lori Parks," Comparative 
Literature Studies 45, no. 5 (2008): 463 
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 The performance of the movement of Lincoln’s apotheosis and transformation into a 
myth, by a black man, re-centers the narrative on the Lesser known's body. His body becomes 
explicit in the performance of the assassination, as his preparations for being shot necessitate the 
same amount of time as being shot take.  I have shown how by changing his beard —thus 
changing his body —The Lesser Known is able to move asynchronously through Lincoln’s 
lifetime. Finally, I've demonstrated the effects of the assassination on his body, which include 
persistent tinnitus. Due to all of these forces, the audience is primed to pay more attention to his 
body, than to the "correct" performance of the myth. This attention is solidified when The Lesser 
Known imagines himself taking the place of the Greater Man in the narrative, but in doing so 
altering the fundamental components of the myth. 60 Thus by centering the body of The Lesser 
Known, the repetition of the assassination draws attention away from Lincoln the man, towards 
his successors, and African-American men in particular. It is only after his death, that his life 
matters. 
 
4.2: "He's dead but not really": The Lesser Known's narrative  
 
 It is only in the disappearance of both The Lesser Known as well as the Great Man, that 
the audience is fully able to focus on the former’s body and narrative, rather than the myth of 
Abraham Lincoln. While The Lesser Known made reference to his backstory in The Lincoln Act, 
it was painful for him to discuss his past for an extended period of time. In the second act, titled 
The Hall of Wonders, The America Play allows The Lesser Known’s history and family to take 
                                                 
60 While The Lesser Known consistently switches his address of Lincoln between two honorifics—Mr. Lincoln and 
the Great Man—this fantasy is the first time that The Lesser Known uses a designation for his predecessor that 
matches his own name (Greater and Lesser). So not only are their bodies brought into dialogue, but their names are 
as well. 
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center stage. Later in the act, the literal body and possessions of The Lesser Known also become 
the focus, as they are dug up by his widower and son.  
 If the Lincoln Act highlighted an isolated man engaged in a futile conversation with a 
dead conversant, The Hall of Wonders places The Lesser Known in a domestic context, situating 
him in a network of relationships with his wife and his son. But in Parks’s most dramatic use of  
Rep & Rev, this act is future facing. Lucy, The Lesser Known's wife, who is a Confidence and 
thus keeps the secrets of the dead, extends her husband's legacy into the future. She names the 
material inheritance Brazil has already received from his father (his frock coat and the tools of 
his trade, in particular the spade).61 Furthermore, Lucy denotes the physical similarities that 
Brazil, The Lesser Known's son, a Wailer, shared with his father; his chin, lips, and teeth.62 
Brazil not only perpetuates his father physically, but in practice as well. Brazil carries on several 
of his father's performance traditions. The Lesser Known's son is dedicated to historical 
showmanship, as well as the recitation of the state’s capitals, which he performs several times 
with his mother.63 While this repetition seems to suggest that The Lesser Known's cycle would 
restart, Brazil's interest in performance is not in recreating Lincoln's death.64 Rather, he wants to 
catch up to his father:  
    BRAZIL 
    Lucy? Where is he? 
    LUCY 
                                                 
61 Ibid., 153.  
62 Ibid., 191-3.  
63 Ibid., 188, 190.  
64 Lucy particularly makes this performative connection: “oh he was uh faker. Uh greeeaaaaat biiiiig faker too. He 
was your Fathuh. Thats thus connection. You take after him” (Ibid., 181). However, unlike The Lesser Known, Lucy 
reins her son in, telling him to keep his performance to scale (Ibid., 186). 
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     Lincoln? 
    BRAZIL 
    Papa.65 
 
Thus, Brazil's desire to create a legacy from his father stands in direct contrast to the Lesser 
Known, who seemed to view his family as detrimental to his historical work. Even if that work, 
as Lucy claims, is a product of The Lesser Known's confusion, mixing up the “truth” and the 
“hearsay."66  Indeed, during the Hall of Wonders Lucy and Brazil are able to resurrect the dead: 
not Lincoln, but the Lesser Known, and place him within a familial context. Indeed, Brazil 
becomes most excited when he unearths artifacts related to his father.67 But what is of particular 
importance to Lucy, is the fact that he was not properly mourned: “His lonely death and lack of 
proper burial is our embarrassment.”68 For a man who abandoned his family, it is ironic that he 
can only be summoned through Lucy's conjuring. The Confidence paces around the Great Hole 
with a large ear trumpet, listening for The Lesser Known's last words. Eventually, as Lucy 
attends and Brazil digs, echoes begin to appear. These echoes include the Lesser Known 
performing Lincoln, particularly his death.  
                                                 
65 Ibid., 192.  
 
66 Ibid., 175. The Great Man had an uncanny pull on The Lesser Known. Imagining himself responding to the Great 
Man's death, he deliberately ignores his wife and child: 
 It is said that the Great Mans wife did call out and it is said that The Lesser Known would [sneak away 
 from his digging and stand behind a tree where he couldnt be seen or get up and] leave his wife and 
 child after the blessing had been said and [the meat carved during the distribution of the  vegetables it is  
 said that he would leave his wife and his child and] standing in the kitchen or sometimes out in the yard 
 [between the right angles of the house] stand out there where he couldnt be seen standing with his  ear 
 cocked (Ibid., 163) 
 
67 Ibid., 186.  
 
68 Ibid., 175.  
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 While the cast of characters may have changed, there seems to have been no alteration 
from the first act. The Lesser Known continues to perform the death of Lincoln, although these 
moments are even given a greater amount of context. They converse with brief scenes from Our 
American Cousin, the melodrama that Lincoln was attending when Booth assassinated him. 
These scenes occur on a deep, raised stage, carved out from the back wall of the theatre. The 
design—a deep red wall, and bright white footlights—suggest that it is a larger version of the 
Lesser Known’s tiny isolated stage in The Lincoln Act.69 
 However, while the fundamental shape of these repetitions may look the same, both the 
form and the impetus driving these performances have been altered. The market no longer 
dictates the Lesser Known's repertoire, and in the afterlife, he is able to offer a larger range of 
material. Not only does he take part in scenes from Our American Cousin, but he also quotes 
from Lincoln's speeches. Assuring the audience that he "only does thuh greats," 70 he quotes the 
opening lines of the Gettysburg address and names several state capitals —concluding with 
Lincoln, Nebraska.71 Placing these performances next to each other, like The Lesser Known's 
beard switching in the last act, creates temporal juxtapositions: thus Abraham Lincoln's story 
ends with his assassination, and The Lesser Known's story begins with his recitation of the state's 
capitals. Furthermore, by paring the Death of Lincoln to other moments in the Great Man's 
history, the first few lines of the Gettysburg address, for example, as well with general 
knowledge about the United States, The Lesser Known alters the meaning behind the 
assassination. He takes away its uniqueness, and turns it into another element to perform. The 
                                                 
69 Furthermore, while the audience no longer watches The Lesser Known get shot, The Lesser Known’s former 
customers/murderers perform scenes from Our American Cousin. Additionally, a gunshot periodically echoes 
throughout the act, as if The Lesser Known continues to be murdered (Ibid., 174, 175, 177, 180, 194, 198). 
 
70 Ibid., 188.  
 
71 As we have seen, Brazil also recites states capitals as a performance piece.    
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greatest change, however, is in his performance of what The Lesser Known calls the centerpiece 
of the evening: The Death of Lincoln. While in the previous act, the audience watched The 
Lesser Known embody the assassination. In The Hall of Wonders, once he is dead, it is instead 
narrativized: 
 The Death of Lincoln!: the watching of the play, the laughter  the smiles of Lincoln and 
 Mary Todd, the slipping of Booth into the presidential box unseen, the freeing of the 
 slaves, the pulling of the trigger, the bullets piercing above the left ear, the bullets 
 entrance into the great head, the bullets lodging behind the great right eye, the slumping 
 of Lincoln, the leaping onto the stage of Booth, the screaming of Todd, the screaming of 
 Keene, the leaping onto the stage of Booth; the screaming of Todd, the screaming of 
 Keene, the shouting of Booth “Thus to the tyrants!”,” the death of Lincoln!—and the 
 silence of the nation.72  
 
This performance adds a level of detail and context that the assassinations in the Lincoln Act 
could not. It also significantly slows the act (as stated in the previous section, the whole 
assassination is over in seconds). It also distributes the performative work. The Lesser Known 
not only narrates the story but he directs it as his two fellow actors mime it. In slow motion, the 
male actor, watching the play he just performed, brings his hand to clutch his head where the 
bullet entered, bending at the waist. His female companion silently screams. Thus, while he is 
performing the Death of Lincoln, The Lesser Known is also outside of it. Lincoln becomes an 
object, rather than a subject, and is no longer the main target of this performance. Instead, we 
fixate on the voice and movements of The Lesser Known who orchestrates Lincoln’s death.  
 In the afterlife The Lesser Known is able to rely equally upon his vast knowledge of 
Lincoln's work, rather than only his physical appearance. There is also a positive change in The 
Hall of Wonders: The Lesser Known performs these events for his son, who never got to see him, 
as Brazil was only five when his father left.73 The Hall of Wonders thus fundamentally changes 
                                                 
72 Ibid., 188-9.  
 
73 Ibid., 197.  
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the Lincoln Myth. No longer is it an isolating, physically damaging, poverty inducing 
performance piece, but it is the way that The Lesser Known reconnects with his family, and 
demonstrates his knowledge.74 
 The Hall of Wonders places The Lesser Known’s history on the same level as his 
engagement with the Lincoln myth. Brazil inherits his father’s interest in historical 
representation, but there is a crucial difference between the two. Whereas The Lesser Known 
focused on and celebrated the performance of history (the costumes, words, gestures), Brazil is 
more interested in the archeology and material remains. When Brazil excitedly finds a bust of 
Lincoln,75 Lucy instructs him to place it with the other material. But for Brazil, what makes these 
artifacts special and noteworthy are their proximity to the body of The Lesser Known: "thereud 
be his bones and thereud be thuh Wonders surrounding his bones."76 Thus, The Lesser Known's 
body becomes a focal point for the act. Just as the repeated assassinations direct our attention to 
The Lesser Known's body, his son uses his father’s body to teach a “living history” lesson:  
 Our newest Wonder: One of thuh greats Hisself! Note: thuh body sitting  
 propped upright in our great Hole. Note the large mouth opened wide. Note the  
 top hat and frock coat, just like the greats. Note the death wound: thuh great black  
                                                 
74 Not only does The Lesser Known’s version of the Lincoln Myth change, but Lucy demonstrates how she 
understands the narrative that dictated—and destroyed—her husband’s life to the audience. She is less interested in 
the traditional aspects of the Lincoln myth (the rise from humble beginnings, the statesmanship, the death) and more 
interested in Mary Todd: “Whuduhnt my favorite page from thus book of Mr. Lincolns life, me myself now I prefer 
thus part where he gets married to Mary Todd and she begins to lose her mind (and then of course where he frees all 
thuh slaves)” (Ibid., 190). For her, Lincoln is always already secondary in his own story. 
 
75 Ibid., 183.  
 
76 Ibid., 177.  
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 hole--the great black hole in  thuh great head — And how this great head is bleedin. 
 Note: Thuh last words — and thuh last breaths — and how the nation mourns.77   
As Brazil takes over his father's profession, he builds his narrative from the Lesser Known’s 
body, as well as personal effects. The narrative may be the same, but now the words describing 
Lincoln’s death highlight The Lesser Known’s body, and his death, rather than Lincoln’s death.  
 Thus, in both acts, the repetitions of the assassination—along with Parks’s general 
interest in highlighting historiography —give rise to a greater focus on The Lesser Known’s 
body and story within the narrative of the Lincoln assassination. By focusing on the damage 
done to The Lesser Known’s body and history, we are also able to see the consequences of 
canonizing and living by this myth. The Lesser Known faced not only economic but familial 
consequences, cutting him off from living a normal life. If in the Lincoln Act, performative 
historiography's version of Rep & Rev allowed the audience to see the damage done to The 
Lesser Known's body and family, Rep & Rev works slightly differently in The Hall of Wonders. 
Reworking the Death of Lincoln allows The Lesser Known to rejoin his family. Exiting through 
the bullet hole, Parks and The America Play suggests, is still exiting.  
“Another Black Lincoln”: Repetition and the Rewriting of History in 
Topdog/Underdog.  
 
 From the endless expanse of the Great Hole of History, we turn to the limited (and 
limiting) boarding house room shared by brothers, Lincoln and Booth. Topdog/Underdog was 
first performed at the Public Theatre in 2001. It is her first production that transferred to 
Broadway and her only Pulitzer Prize win.78  
                                                 
77 Ibid., 199.  
 
78 Parks was nominated in 2000 for In the Blood (the first of the Red Letter Plays which retold the Scarlet Letter in 
post-apocalyptic settings), as well as in 2015 for Father Comes Home from the Wars, parts 1, 2, 3. Parks adapted the 
script for Diane Paulus' revival of The Gershwins Porgy and Bess (2012). 
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 While The America Play takes place exclusively at The Lesser Known’s workplace (i.e., 
the replica Great Hole of History), Topdog/Underdog unfolds in the domestic sphere. However, 
unlike The America Play, which required the presence of the Lincoln paraphernalia to function, 
the assassination in Topdog/Underdog operates without those accouterments. Nevertheless, the 
performance of the assassination plays a controlling role in the brother's lives, providing the only 
source of income, it permeates their world and ultimately results in the actualization of Lincoln's 
assassination. Unlike The America Play, where the Lesser Known is controlled by the Lincoln 
myth, in Topdog the Lincoln myth is not only seen as narrative as negative, but it is exposed as a 
formula to both manipulate and be manipulated by. 
 The  blunt historical technologies of The America Play are less prominent in 
Topdog/Underdog.79  However, while they might take different forms, the historical and 
performance technologies, metaphors, and interests are not absent. Not only does Parks continue 
her investigation of earlier American theatrical forms—through Link's use of whiteface—but she 
also diversifies the performance of assassination, which realized three different times, by a 
combination of both Booth and Lincoln, with guns made out of hands and an actual hand gun. 
The assassination is also narrativized, and diffused within the world of the play, so that the 
brothers are surrounded by the act, rather than different versions of the Lincoln myth (Linc 
makes fun of the gravitas of the Lincoln narrative). And unlike The America Play, where the 
Lincoln narrative was in direct competition with the Lesser Known’s family, in Topdog, the only 
                                                 
 
79 However, as Verna Foster notes, much of the metaphoric work done by The America Play is literalized in 
Topdog/Underdog. Like the "foundling father" (which is how the script of The America Play identifies The Lesser 
Known), Link and Booth are also 'foundlings' because " they were abandoned by their parents as children. " but also 
that the amusement park that Brazil claims as his inheritance is literalized in the $500 that Link and Booth received 
from their parents (Foster, "Staging the Lincoln Myth," 32). 
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way for the assassination to make sense is if it is recalibrated to emerge from the brother’s 
conflict. 80   
 
4.3 Folding and Unfolding: seeding the assassination scene  
 
 Unlike the Lesser Known, who even in his most despairing moments placed himself 
below Lincoln,81 Topdog takes a carnivalesque approach to the myth. Whereas The Lesser 
Known is meticulous in how he presents himself as the Great Man, Link's costume is cheaply put 
together and made to look old. While his costume has all the expected visual elements of a 
Lincoln impersonator— a tall stovepipe hat, a long black coat, a starched white shirt, black 
pants, and boots—the integrity of the costume is suspect. When Lincoln takes off his coat, it 
becomes clear that white shirt is not a shirt at all, but a vest, which he wears over a dirty Henley. 
Lincoln’s famous topcoat also plays on the audience’s expectations of how the president should 
look. Lincoln describes it as “Old black coat not even real old just fake old. Its got worn spots on 
the elbows, little raggedy places thatll break through into holes before the winters out. Shiny 
strips around the cuffs and the collar.”82   
 The costume affects a version of reality and a perfunctory reverence for the myth. Link's 
bosses reinforce this dedication to the appearance of the myth by requiring Link to wear 
                                                 
80 In his article, “What is and What ain’t” Patrick Maley makes a similar argument: that Topdog’s use of the 3-card 
monte structure exposes the “historical fiction of Abraham Lincoln’s freeing an entire race from oppression. The 
story is that President Lincoln not only ended the institution of slavery but also created an American social structure 
allowing former slaves and their descendants the same access to advancement as other citizens. History reveals the 
hypocrisy of such a notion, but Topdog goes further to suggest that the claims made by present-day American 
society that an oppressed people has access to upward mobility are a scam designed to manipulate, subjugate, and 
exploit” (192).  
 
81 This arrangement can not only be seen in how he identifies himself as the Lesser Known, but also how he 
addresses Lincoln. He calls him the ‘Great Man’ and even, at the very end, the ‘Greater Man.’ 
 
82 Ibid., 29.  
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whiteface to “play” the role of Lincoln. The use of whiteface evokes the history of minstrelsy, 
and overtly satirized racial performances, bringing onto the stage a theatrical technology which 
has often exploited and spectacularized black pain and suffering.83 While Links' bosses may aim 
at a twisted realism, the makeup is so purely white that it transforms Link into a ghost, rather 
than a white man. The make-up highlights the impossibility of ever shooting a living Lincoln, as 
Link performs Lincoln's ghostly presence. Furthermore, like the whiteface in An Octoroon, 
Link's whiteface is only suggestive, as it is painted only on his face, and not his hands. The 
demand for whiteface reveals considerably more of the racism of Link's employers than a 
dedication to a realistic performance. Link is required to hide his identity from a crowd who 
probably wouldn’t even see him.,84 but then his bosses allow that identity to explain how they 
could pay him less than a white man.85 Thus The America Play and Topdog demonstrate a 
devotion to the letter of the myth, above the damage it causes, and both The Lesser Known and 
Link cannot play Lincoln on their own terms.  
 This willingness to bow to the demands of a racist employer—even when it is clear that 
Link could get a better job—is a key point of contention between the brothers.86 When Link first 
                                                 
 83 Glenda Carpio, Laughing Fit to Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 206.  
 
84 Link describes his routine at the arcade, which involves facing away from his customers (Parks, Topdog, 49). 
While perhaps they could see Link's painted face reflected in the fuse box that sits opposite him (that Link himself 
uses to keep an eye on them, creating a loop of panoptic viewing), the use of whiteface for a customer base who 




And as they offered me thuh job, saying of course I would have to wear a little makeup and accept less than what 
they would offer a— another guy— 
 Booth  
Go on, say it. “White.” Theyd pay you less than theyd pay a white guy (Parks, Topdog 29). 
 
86 After Linc is replaced by a mail-order dummy, he announces to his brother that he's gotten a job as a security 
guard (Ibid.,  88), another "sitdown" job, presumably with benefits 
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enters, still in his makeup and outfit, he startles Booth who had been practicing his 3-Card monte 
scheme, scamming and fighting his imaginary customers. Booth draws his gun on his brother, 
spitting out: “I dont like you wearing that bullshit, that shit that bull that disguise that getup that 
motherdisfuckinguise anywhere in the daddy-dicksticking vicinity of my humble abode.”87 
Booth hates that his brother wears his uniform because it is a reminder of how far Lincoln has 
fallen. Once a suave hustler, now his older brother is a minimum-wage impersonator of a white 
man. At some level this makes him an Uncle Tom, and this disgust connects Booth's violence to 
the Lincoln narrative.  
 The Lincoln myth certainly causes Link suffering, forcing him to accept racism and 
unfair labor practices, going to great lengths to save what he sees as a good job.88 Link is savvier 
about the uses the Lincoln image can be put to. He domesticates the Lincoln narrative, making it 
work for him, rather than The Lesser Known, who was in its thrall. The former con-man 
describes how he preyed on the blind worship of the myth to con a child out of twenty dollars on 
the bus: 
 So Im riding the bus home. and this kid asked me for my autograph. I pretended 
 I didnt hear him at first. I’d had a long day. But he kept asking. Theyd just done 
  Lincoln in history class and he knew all about him, he’d been to the arcade but,  
 I dunno, for some reason he was tripping cause there was Honest Abe right beside him on 
 the bus. I wanted to tell him to go fuck hisself. but then I got a look at him. A little rich 
 kid. Born on easy street, you know the type. So I waited until I could tell he really wanted 
 it, the autograph, and I told him he could have it for 10 bucks. I was gonna say 5, cause of 
 the Lincoln connection but something in me made me ask for 10 (…) All he had was a 
 20, so I took the 20 and told him to meet me on the bus tomorrow and Honest Abe would 
 give him his change.89  
 
                                                 
87 Ibid., 9.  
 
88 “Ripped the beard. I can just hear em tomorrow. Busiest day of the week. They looking me over to make 
sure Im presentable. They got a slew of guys working but Im the only one they look over every day. “Yr beards 
ripped, pal. Sure, we’ll getcha new one but its gonna be coming outa yr pay.” Shit” (Ibid., 54). 
 
89 Ibid., 11-12.  
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Although this exercise uses a more august subject, it is in the same category of cons run by Link 
and his crew in their 3-Card Monte days. Here the victim is a child, but Link has gleefully 
fleeced tourists and credulous locals out of thousands of dollars "We took a father for the money 
he was gonna get his kids new bike with and he cried in the street while we vanished. We took a 
mothers welfare check,"90 he boasts to himself. 
 Unlike The America Play which devoted space to the narratives of Lincoln's life, Topdog 
pivots to his death. Furthermore, The America Play's version of the assassination followed the 
historical image closely (a man in a chair is shot by a figure standing behind him, who jumps off 
the stage), Topdog refracts the assassination, breaking it up into its constituent parts, and 
saturating the world. Although the brothers seem not to be entirely aware of how much the 
assassination prescribes their environment, these elements become increasingly explicit to the 
audience. As these details proliferate, they prepare the audience for the ending, drawing attention 
to Link's body and story. 
 The first element of the assassination that multiplies arises from the lighting design. 
Although the entirety of the show takes place in a 20th-century apartment, Scott Zielinski's 
lighting often mimicked the appearance of nineteenth-century footlights. Like Link's use of 
whiteface, these lights use an earlier performance form, which serves a specific theatrical 
purpose. While Link and Booth perform the assassination, this design illuminates the actors from 
below.91 This design not only doubles the performance but refracts it, significantly transforming 
                                                 
90 Ibid., 55.  
 
91 It is unsurprising the visual worlds of The America Play and Topdog/Underdog function in similar ways. 
Although staged nearly a decade apart, the shows were both designed by Riccardo Hernandez. They share a similar 
interest in utilizing nineteenth-century performance forms, transforming the 20th and 21st-century stage into its 
earlier equivalent. This demonstrable interest in prior versions of stagecraft is a key element in "Race and 
Performative Historiography"  
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the action. During the last scene, when the assassination results in Lincoln's death, the footlights 
erase the contemporary elements of Booth and Lincoln's costumes. The lightening erases Booth's 
oversized vest and Link's bomber jacket; and in their place, a more 'historically accurate' 
portrayal of this confrontation is projected on the wall: a man pointing a gun towards a man in a 
top hat overshadows "Link" and "3-Card." This creates a double vision of the assassination, 
whereby the 'historical' vision dwarves the contemporary one.  
 The proliferation of the assassination's modes depends on an intimacy with the Lincoln 
myth and plays upon the audience’s assumption of what the past should look like. Just as the 
staging’s of scenes from Our American Cousin in The America Play, the use of this nineteenth-
century theatrical technology also writes in theatre history to this scene. Like Jacobs-Jenkins’s 
expansion of what melodrama represents in An Octoroon, Parks brings a theatrical technique of 
the past into the present. This technique is also a key reveals how the Lincoln myth covers over 
the image of two black men living in poverty.  
 Thus, the assassination is seeded in the play long before its completion, through a 
combination of engagement with the myth—through its narrative and its image—as well as 
repeating elements through design, and the use of older theatrical technology. The final free 
floating element is that Booth points a gun at his brother several times, sowing in and preparing 
the audience for the violence that will follow. However, there is one instance of this threat that is 
important to examine. When Lincoln refuses to join Booth's 3-Card Monte hustle, the younger 
brother erupts in a cascade of profanity, stalking across the stage and swiftly becoming enraged. 
When Booth finally ends his tirade, he hovers over Lincoln, who is cringing in his chair. Booth 
extends his arm, bending upwards so that the folded up card he holds looks like a gun, aimed at 
Lincoln's head. While Booth can not cause any harm with the card, it is unmistakably a surrogate 
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for the gun that Booth carries with him. They show, along with the free-floating elements of the 
assassination that permeate the theatrical world, how Lincoln's death is ubiquitous and 
inevitable. Particularly how the playing card—a tool with which both brothers made their 
money—is turned into an instrument of death. While the assassination is considered an exalted 
exceptional story for Lincoln, because there are so many versions of the repetition of the 
assassination, performative historiography shows how quotidian death can be for black men.  
 
4.4: "Something about it. I dunno. It was looking too real": The assassination and Link's body 
 
 The repeated assassinations center the body and stories of the African American men in 
an enterprise that silences them, even as they are forced by economic necessity to repeat these 
narratives. However, this repetition also solidifies Link's position in the narrative. Woolf's 
direction primes the audience to mark Link and Booth’s bodies, which he does consistently and 
early on. Furthermore, Link's description of his daily routine at the arcade also combines the 
assassination with a centering of Link's bodily experience:   
 Thuh gun is always cold. Winter or summer thuh gun is always cold. 
  And when the gun touches me he can feel that Im warm and he knows Im alive.    
 And if Im alive then he can shoot me dead. And for a minute, with him hanging 
 back there behind me, its real. Me looking at him upside down and him looking at me 
 looking like Lincoln.  Then he shoots.92  
 Although this is narrated, rather than performed, Link's story highlights physical 
sensation. Additionally, Link describes an unnatural connection between the gun and the 
customer, as if the weapon is an extension of the patron. Unlike the clients in The America Play 
                                                 
92Ibid., 50.  
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who maintain a distance between themselves and The Lesser Known, Link's customers rest their 
guns on his skin.  Although the weapon is fake, there is a tangible sense of visceral danger in this 
account,93 emphasized by Wright's performance. As he describes this interaction, Wright spreads 
his arms out, holding his palms upward. For the first time —and really the only moment, until 
Link is murdered by his brother —he is vulnerable. The focus on Link's body is clear, even in a 
narrative.  
 However, the corporeal focus becomes even sharper when the brothers begin to repeat the 
assassination. Unlike The Lesser Known’s repetitions, where the base actions remained the same 
each time, Link and Booth’s repetitions add progressively violent elements, until Booth draws a 
real gun and murders his brother over his inheritance. 94 As the brothers' inch closer to ending the 
cycle, each repetition focuses a greater amount of attention on both Lincoln's body, as well as 
their own personal histories. Following repetitions thus move further and further away from their 
source material, culminating finally not in the assassination of Abraham Lincoln by John Wilkes 
Booth, but the murder of Link by 3-Card. This replacement, made possible by performative 
historiography version of Rep & Rev, highlights Link's corporeal presence.  
 The first significant departure from the myth of Lincoln’s assassination emerges from the 
impetus behind the performance of the assassination. Rather than Booth's regressive political 
statement, Link and Booth's participation  in the assassination emerges from an economic 
                                                 
93 This raises a particularly interesting question. The customers know that they are not assassinating the nineteenth 
century president (Ibid., 22), yet Link's being alive is an essential element in the customer's enjoyment. It is much 
like his bosses require him to wear whiteface, even he isn't facing the customers.  
 
94 That is, while the assassins and the phrases they shout change, the physical pattern of action remains the same in 
The America Play. Every assassin walks through the curtain, picks a gun, shoots, and ‘jumps’ off the stage. This 
may be sped up, slowed down, or repeated, but the same physical gestures remain. 
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concern.95 Link's employers continually threaten to outsource his job to a mannequin, as a cost-
effective measure for the arcade. Although he is constantly mistreated by his employers, paid 
$314 a week,96 he is still incredibly upset at the prospect that he will be fired, and concerned 
about future employment: “Its a sit down job. With benefits. I dont wanna get fired. 
They wont give me a good reference if I get fired."97 This devotion should be read as a critique 
of economic opportunities afforded to African-American men, that they are either offered 
demeaning, low-wage jobs, or that they must turn to work outside the system, like 3-Card and 
Link used to do, hustling  and stealing.  
 Link's insistence that his bodily presence adds an attractive element to his customers, so 
the first repetition of the assassination draws attention to Lincoln's body in many ways, 
particularly because Link performs it alone. Although he asked his brother to help him practice, 
because his "paychecks on the line,"98 Booth not only turns him down because he has a date with 
his ex, but asks for more money after dividing up Link's salary.99 After Booth leaves, Lincoln 
                                                 
95 It is true that The Lesser Known also joins his performance of the assassination  with a need for monetary 
stability:  
 “None of those who spoke of his virtual twinship with greatness would actually pay money to watch 
 him be that greatness. One day he tacked up posters inviting them to come and throw old food at him 
 while he spoke. This was a moderate success. People began to save their old food “for Mr. Lincoln” 
 they said. He took to traveling playing small towns. Made money. And when someone remarked that 
 he played Lincoln so well that he gout? to be shot it was if the Great Mans footsteps had suddenly  been 
 revealed (Ibid.,164).  
However, there is a sense a greater sense urgency with The Lesser Known’s performance, than with Linc’s desire to 
keep his minimum wage job, especially as the Lesser Known’s devotion emerges out of a question of identity, rather 
than job employment. 
 
96 Ibid., 31.  
 
97 Ibid., 53.  
 
98 Ibid., 36.  
 
99 While Booth is an accomplished thief — he steals two suits, as well as an entire crystal dinner set — it is unclear 




slowly gets dressed in his costume. He drunkenly pulls on each element. Link pulls on his beard, 
top hat, and coat, with much less ceremony than The Lesser Known. The stage directions suggest 
his dressing is "like an actor preparing for a great role."100Lincoln draws attention to the 
artificiality of his impersonation, by caking only half of his face in the white pancake makeup. 101 
At that moment he is both Abe Lincoln, the President, and Link, the impersonator, and con-man.  
 This double vision particularly relies on whiteface as a theatrical technology, just as it 
does when Link is at work. When he is in the arcade, his bosses use whiteface to force Link to 
conform to a certain formulation of the Lincoln myth. When he becomes Lincoln, Soyica Diggs 
Colbert argues, he dies a psychic death every day.102 But in the apartment, Link's use of the 
whiteface is more difficult to understand, because he is not under the panoptic gaze of his bosses. 
Rather, his use of it in this domestic space indicates that whiteface has been integrated into Linc's 
own sense of how to perform Lincoln. And if he wants to commit to a rehearsal (even as he is 
drunk), the whiteface has to be a part of it. The use of whiteface also shows how the myth covers 
over the black experience—with a bifurcated image of both Lincoln and Link existing at once.  
 After putting on his costume and make up, Link tries to perform the assassination 
himself. This attempt foregrounds the performative elements of the assassination. As he mimes 
watching Our American Cousin, Link/Lincoln slaps his thigh while his laughter grows 
increasingly hysterical. His movements are sweeping and large as he draws Mary Todd's 
attention to specific actions on an invisible stage. After a few moments of this performance, Link 
                                                 
100 Ibid., 37.  
 
101 The use of whiteface here is suggestive, as Link doesn't put makeup on his hands, nor cover his legs. Yet, this 
suggestion is unquestionably more interesting than when he comes from work. 
 
 102 “Reconstitution: Suzan-Lori Parks’s Topdog/Underdog,” in The African American Theatrical Body: Reception, 
Performance, and the Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 257. 
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assassinates himself. He shouts "BANG!" jerking upwards and falling to the ground, clutching 
his head. As recorded in the performance at the Film and Tape Archive, he writhes around on the 
ground, his naked legs flailing, clutching the back of his head. Unlike The Lesser Known's 
version, which just included a slump and a raised hand, it is impossible not to focus on Link's 
body in Topdog. Even when he resets and tries for tragedy — dabbing his eyes with a napkin and 
loudly sighing — these motions draw attention to the particularities of his body. So, from the 
very first repetition, Link's body and performance tactics do not allow the actor to fully disappear 
within the role.  
 After Lincoln fails to assassinate himself, he enlists his brother's help for the second 
version. The next attempt, which takes place later that same Friday night, drastically revises the 
assassination's narrative. The scene removes the preparatory material and focuses exclusively on 
the moment that the bullet “enters” Link's body. Thus, where the first repetition was comedic as 
Link threw himself around the stage, this version emphasizes Link's suffering. He is stuck in a 
resetting loop, where his brother pours ‘shot’ after ‘shot’ into him. His suffering—screaming, 
moaning, and writhing on the floor—is what Booth calls and encourages “spicy shit.”103 It is a 
ridiculous situation, where Booth constantly directs his brother to make his performance more 
real: "you look like a worm on the sidewalk. Move yr arms. Good. Now scream" ;"a little 
tougher than that, you sound like yr fucking"; "hold yr head or something, where I sotcha."104 
Each note is focused on a different part of Lincoln's performance. 
                                                 
103 Ibid., 50.  
104 Ibid.,51.  
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 Ironically, however, once Link takes Booth’s advice that “this is life and death! Go all 
out! Lincoln goes all out” the repetition takes a disturbing realistic turn. 105 Link's performative 
screams become blood-curdling, and his comedic contorting becomes agonizing. After a few 
moments, Booth stops Link performance because it was "looking too real." 106 Contradictorily, 
this performance, which disturbs Booth, looks nothing like what ultimately occurs. When Booth 
does kill his brother, it is quiet and sudden.107 . This late night version, however, prioritizes 
Link’s body and performance over the assassination, just as the first version did. Indeed, because 
the gunshots are constantly repeated, without any sense that they are connected to a particular 
story, we are left only with a black man in pain. Link’s body becomes self-referential, no longer 
pointing to Lincoln’s assassination, but centering himself.108 Perhaps this “too real” death that is 
swiftly moved on from, recalls Lonny's death. Lonny's, Link's hyper-competent stickman (Link's 
“right hand”) died an uninvestigated death: “somebody shot him. They dont know who. Nobody 
knows nobody cares."109 And just as Lonny is quickly forgotten in the narrative, so do Link and 
Booth move on immediately, recreating the same patterns that allowed Lonny to be forgotten.  
                                                 
105 Ibid., 52.  Booth's malapropism — life AND death, rather than life OR death — is telling here. Booth's attempt to 
spice up Lincoln's act would result in Lincoln keeping his job, and being able to continue to pay for rent. 
  
106 Parks, Topdog, 52. While Booth is disturbed by the violence that he provoked, the prospect that adding the 'spicy 
shit' is going to have economic repercussions angers Lincoln:  "Goddamn you! They don't want it looking too real. 
I'd scare the customers. Then I'd be out for sure. Yr trying to get me fired" (Parks, Topdog 52). Booth’s concern for 
his brother (which disappears in the face of Linc’s refusal to join his 3-Card Monte scheme), shows how angry he 
becomes to kill his brother. 
 
107 Parks, Topdog, 109.  
 
 108 "Within Suzan-Lori Parks’s work, the black body becomes self-referential, attuned to the histories of 
representation that produce blackness through a limited number of iterative possibilities yet unwilling to allow these 
histories to deny space to black performances that suggest alternate, self-determined forms of cultural practice” 
Brandi Wilkins Catanese, The Problem of the Color(Blind): Racial Transgression and The Politics of Black 
Performance (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2011), 137.  
 
109 Parks, Topdog, 55.  
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 For all the changes of the previous repetitions, the moment when the assassination 
actually happens at the end of the play, the historical and the personal coalesce into one terrible 
moment. Booth is bound to kill Lincoln because of the play of both historical and tragic logic.110 
However, it  “works” in this play because  it emerges from a long history of Link's manipulation 
of his brother. This manipulation culminates in Link's stealing of Booth’s saved inheritance, 
essentially severing any ties the brothers had to their pasts. The scene begins with Booth 
confessing he murdered Grace for not wanting to be with him,111 as well as a clear declaration of 
his masculinity. Booth—who rejects the name, and cutting himself off from the past, demands to 
be called 3-Card—pulls a ‘real’ gun on his brother. In one of the most important departures from 
Lincoln’s assassination, Link knows that his death is coming: 
  In a flash, Booth grabs Lincoln from behind. 
  He pulls his gun and thrusts it into  
  the left side of Lincolns neck. 
  They stop there poised. 
   LINCOLN 
   Don't. 
   Booth shoots Lincoln. 
   Lincoln slumps forward, falling out of his chair and 
   onto the floor.112 
 
While Parks’s stage directions are here more descriptive of the stage action than is typical, there 
is still an element only available in performance. In trying to flee from his brother, Link slides 
out of his chair and onto his knees. Link's back faces his brother, who thrusts the gun into his 
head. This position reveals the entirety of Link's body and his mismatched, half nineteenth 
                                                 
110 For more on how Topdog/Underdog works within the generic bounds of tragedy, see Patricia Stuelke, "Trayvon 
Martin, Topdog/Underdog, and the Tragedy Trap," American Literary History, Volume 29, Issue 4 (2017).  
 
111 Parks, Topdog, 107.  
 
112 Ibid., 109.  
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century/half twenty-first-century elements of costume. Booth thrusting his gun into Lincoln's 
head, rather than standing at a distance, creates a new level of intimacy at this moment and 
forces the audience to acknowledge the vulnerability of Link's body. Because he is on his knees, 
the stage picture suggests an execution, rather than assassination, just as the final image in The 
Lincoln Act of The America Play did.  
 The repetitions of the assassinations, through their rewriting of the theatrical and 
historical past, result in an increased attentive focus on Link's body. And yet, we cannot forget 
what narrative he is performing, and why he is contorting his body. And because the final version 
is more of an execution than an assassination, performative historiography demonstrates how 
white narratives cover over, and use black history is covered over by white versions of the story.  
 
4.5: "Best you can do is just pretend to be yr old self": Centering Personal Narratives in the 
Historical.  
 
 As I have shown, the repetition of Lincoln’s assassination in Topdog draws attention to 
the technologies that suppress the black body, such as whiteface. The revisions to the narrative 
itself also writes in a different kind of violence, both physical (in that Booth executes Lincoln), 
but also economic and social, that both Booth and Link exist on the fringes of society, and are 
forced to compete for nearly substance wages.  However, the paramount revision emerges from 
Parks’s alterations in the assassination's instigation.  While there is a certain sense of historical 
inevitability in the performance of the assassination—Lincoln and Booth’s names serve as 
Chekov’s gun—Topdog's version is made possible only by the intense focus and dispute over the 
brothers’ past, the nature of their parents' abandonment, and the realities of the hustle.   
 The emotional impact of the assassination is felt because this play painstakingly develops 
a conflict between the two brothers. They argue over everything: from how long Link can stay in 
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Booth’s apartment and if he should leave when Booth brings his girlfriend home. However, the 
most frequent, and consequential, debate regarding the basic facts of their upbringing. Was 
Booth a baby when they moved to their last house or was he a toddler? Does he remember the 
move or not?  Was the house “the best fucking house in the world” or a “cement backyard and a 
front yard full of trash” ?113  Their past is unstable, as the brothers' trade off remembering details. 
While Lincoln can describe their house in great detail, he only recalls the basics of a prank they 
pulled on their father—they were at dinner and eating food. 114 Booth, who doesn’t remember the 
house, reconstitutes exactly what they were having for dinner as the prank was unfolding: "we 
was eating pork chops, mashed potatoes, and peas."115The difference in their memories and their 
difficult relationship to the past is materialized in their "raggedy" photo album, the only book 
they have in the house. This instability of the brothers’ memories is also a comment on the notion 
of historical truth. In the remembrance of their childhood, neither are entirely correct, but neither 
are entirely incorrect. The full picture is inaccessible, but we can begin to see its outlines through 
the narratives that the brothers tell each other.  Debby Thompson argues something similar in her 
article, “Digging the Fo-Fathers” that “rather than attempting to recover what “really” happened, 
Parks is interested in what might have happened, as well as in how things might have happened 
differently. She’s more interested in the myths of history than in ‘actual’ history in how history 
came to be created and how it functions in the present.”116  
                                                 
113 Ibid., 65.  
 
114 Ibid., 65. 
  
115 Ibid., 66.  
 
 116 “Digging the Fo-Fathers: Suzan-Lori Parks’s Histories,” in Contemporary African American Women 
Playwrights, ed. Philip C. Kolin (New York: Routledge, 2007), 167-8.  
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 This shifting view of the past is also apparent in the uses of their inheritance. Lincoln, 
who burned through the $500 given to him by his father, also burns his father's clothes. He tells 
Booth that he "got tired of looking at em without him in em,"117 while Booth, who saved his 
inheritance his entire life, wanted to keep the clothes to wear later: "he had some nice stuff. I 
would look at his stuff and calculate thuh how long it would take till I was big enough to fit 
it."118 These allegiances also create parallel memories. If their mother had a lover on the side, so 
did their father. If Lincoln was taken by their father to visit some of his ladies (even sleeping 
with one of them),119 Booth also witnessed their mother cheating on their father .120  This shifting 
past which is manipulated and weaponized by Lincoln finally culminates in  Lincoln’s 
distracting Booth during the 3-Card Monte game for their inheritance:  
   LINCOLN 
   You think we’re really brothers? 
   BOOTH 
   Huh? 
   LINCOLN 
   I know we brothers, but is we really brothers, you know,  
   blood brothers or not, you and me, whatduhyathink? 
   BOOTH 
   I think we’re brothers.121   
 
This unwillingness to agree on the basic facts of their upbringing, also leads to a conflict about 
their future. Both brothers claim they long for a break with their history, and certainly each other. 
                                                 
117 Parks, Topdog, 29.  
118 Ibid., 29.  
119 Ibid., 89-90.  
120 Ibid., 100.  Patrick Maley argues that equally as important as the repetition and revision of the assassinations, is 
"the transgressions of the parents are visited upon and repeated by the children" (Maley, "What is", 188), turning the 
fraternal relationship into dealer and mark. 
 
121 Parks, Topdog, 103.  
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Booth spends the majority of the play insisting that he no longer wants to be called Booth, while 
Link adamantly denies that he wants to return to hustling. However, in both cases, the brothers’ 
departures from their past are never fully completed. When Booth announces that he wants to 
change his name, Link suggests a name that would connect his younger brother to a Pan-African 
history: "Shango would be a good name. The name of the thunder god,"122 thus replacing one 
difficult history (the legacy of John Wilkes Booth) with a name that flattens out a multiplicity of 
traditions and cultures of a multi-country content (an “African” name). Furthermore, he suggests 
this name not from a desire to connect to a Yoruba past, but because it is framed in a specific way 
for an American audience:  
 You gonna call yourself something African? That be cool. only pick something thats easy 
 to spell and pronounce, man, because you know, some of them African names, I mean, 
 ok, I’m down with the power to the people thing, but no ones gonna hire you if they can’t 
 say yr name. And some of them fellas who got they African names, no one can say they 
 names and they can’t say they names neither. I mean, you dont want yr new handle to 
 obstruct yr employment possibilities.123  
 
Link's interaction and instrumentalization of history in order to manipulate 3-Card and his 
identity is typical of their relationship. It prepares the audience to recognize his larger and more 
catastrophic manipulations.  And even the name that Booth ultimately chooses, 3-Card, is 
connected to Link’s past. Link is clearly uncomfortable with his brother's choice.  
                                                 
122 Ibid., 15.  
 
123 Ibid., 14.  
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 Link is also guilty of apparently desiring to break from the past, but constantly returning 
to it. Link’s habits for running cons (both of the card, and impersonation variety), and the type of 
celebrations he enjoys are never far from the surface.  Not only is he able to execute the 3-Card 
patter more smoothly than his brother could ever hope to do so,124 but he celebrates his victories 
in exactly the same way, buying drinks at his local dive bar for all his friends, even his ex.125 In a 
significant way, the brothers' past, shifting and uncertain as it may be, is the only thing that is 
real in the brothers' lives, especially because narratives that they constantly tell themselves about 
the future, particularly 3-Card/Booth’s, are never fulfilled.126  
 The brothers are stuck in an ever repeating cycle, trying to move forward with their lives 
but constantly pulled back into repeating habits born from abandonment by their parents. These 
debates, where they constantly needle each other, serve, Soyica Diggs Colbert argues,  as a mode 
of “digging that results in the reproduction of the epistemologies of the brother’s personal 
history, and a national history.”127 One of the primary differences between The America Play and 
Topdog is that the latter has a less explicit connection with historiography, and particularly an 
examination of an American past. However, the one agreed upon event in the brother’s lives—
the $500 inheritance given to both of them—is also the site one of Parks’s strongest historical 
critiques.  That although their parents left them with a substantial amount of money, they still 
                                                 
124 Ibid.,56-7.  
125 Ibid.,12, 83-4.  
126 In part, because Booth murders his brother, and so artificially shuts down any future Link might have. However, 
it is equally true that both Booth and Link create dangerous, unlivable narratives for themselves. Booth invents a 
whole new relationship with his ex-girlfriend Grace, ultimately culminating in her death (Ibid.,107-8 ), while Link 
celebrates how much money he makes when he dips back into hustling, ultimately lying to his brother about getting 
another job. 
 
127 Colbert, " Reconstitution," 238. 
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abandoned their children to fend for themselves.128 Their parents behaved much like the U.S 
government after reconstruction: offering help to a point, but not establishing a structure of 
support. 
 National and personal history are also joined together in the 3-Card Monte game. The 
game's structure of repetition and constant return informs the rhythm of the play.129 And is within 
this game that the desire for monetary gain severs the flimsy fraternal connection in favor of 
capitalistic competition. Indeed, as the brothers practice and play hand after hand of 3-Card 
Monte, it becomes how thoroughly Link has manipulated his brother. We see how Lincoln 
exploits his brother in the same way he treated his marks, through a series of earlier, smaller 
maneuvers. The audience watches as Lincoln convinces Booth to switch ties, 130 or persuades his 
brother to let him stay in the boarding house room longer (Parks Topdog, 65).131 Booth is too 
focused on posing as a hustler132 to realize that Lincoln lays out his plan for him: 
   LINCOLN 
                                                 
128 Even this abandonment is a site of contention for the brothers. Booth attempts to see how their parents aided 
them, while Lincoln sees only failure: 
 BOOTH 
 Least we was grown when they split.  
 LINCOLN 
 16 and 11 aint grown. 
 BOOTH 
 16s grown. Almost. And I was ok cause you were there. 
 (Rest) 
 Shit man, it aint like they both one day both, together packed all they shit up and left us so they could have 
 fun in thus sun on some tropical island and you and me would have to grub in thuh dirt forever. They did 
 leave together. That makes it different.  (Parks, Topdog, 87). 
 
129 Achilles, " Reshuffling," 113.  
 
130 Parks, Topdog, 31.  
 
131 Ibid., 65.  
 
132 In general, Booth is more interested in the symbol, rather than its meaning. Thus he is more concerned with a 
telephone as a sign of his' status in the dating market, rather than its actual use value. But more dangerous is that 
Booth believes calling himself 3-Card will turn him into a hustler.  Jon Dietrick, “Making It ‘Real’: Money and 
Mimesis in Suzan-Lori Parks’s Topdog/Underdog,” American Drama 16, no. 1 (2007), 50.  
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   Dealer don’t wanna play. 
   BOOTH 
   Bullshit man! Come on you promised! 
   LINCOLN 
   Thats thus Dealers attitude. He acts like he don’t wanna  
   Play. He holds back and thus crowd, with their eagerness 
   To see his skill and their willingness to take a chance, and 
   Their greediness to win his cash, the larceny in their hearts, 
   All goad him on and push him to throw his cards, although 
   Of course, the Dealer has been wanting to throw his cards all  
   Along. Only he dont never show it.133  
 
Lincoln follows his own advice to the letter. He denies that he wants to get back into the hustle at 
every turn.134 Simultaneously, however, Lincoln builds up Booth’s confidence. He expertly 
“guide[ing] Booth’s imaginary project of self-fashioning, happily encouraging his younger 
brother to flee further from reality and become more self-assured.”135 The two cons —the 
Lincoln impersonation and the 3-Card Monte game —coalesce into this single moment, as Link 
is wearing part of his costume while fleecing his brother. And it is this, Link's overtly gleeful and 
sustained, manipulation of his brother, that leads directly into the assassination. Link’s direction 
of his brother—an ironic reversal of how Booth consistently dictated Link’s movements earlier 
in the play—could be read as a reference to how the capitalist system has forced minorities into 
direct competition with each other. That rather than strengthening kinship ties, Booth and 
Lincoln reproduce their parents' abandonment of each other, and that monetary gain ultimately 
trumps family.  
 Not only does Topdog perform a critique of economic racism, but it also suggests a 
different way of producing history. The reproduction of John Wilkes Booth’s assassination of 
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134 Ibid., 17-21, 35, 80.  
 
135 Maley, "What is", 194.  
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Abraham Lincoln would not work if it had not been revised to emerge from the very real 
conflicts between the two brothers.  
 
Conclusion: Whose Lincoln is it anyway? 
 
 George Saunders’ 2017 novel Lincoln in the Bardo imagines another version of Lincoln. 
Saunders' Lincoln is struck by grief and unable to fully mourn his son Willie, who died of 
typhoid fever on Feb. 20, 1862. In Saunders’ imagining, speaking through one of the spirits who 
inhabit the graveyard, Lincoln, “an exceedingly tall and unkempt fellow,”136 is placed among a 
network of chattering spirits who are stuck between the world of the living and the world of the 
dead. Weaving between this supernatural world where Lincoln is a curiosity (a living being in a 
place that is dominated by the dead) is a collage of factual and semi-factual sources, regarding 
Willie’s last days, Lincoln’s job performance, and even in a memorable series of exchanges, 
disagreements about Lincoln's appearance: 
 "His hair was dark brown, without any tendency to baldness. In “The True Story of Mary, 
 Wife of Lincoln,” by Katherine Helm, account of Senator James Harlan.  
 "His hair was black, still unmixed with gray. "In “Chiefly About War Matters,” by 
 Nathaniel Hawthorne 
 "His hair, well silvered, though the brown then predominated, his beard was more 
 whitened."  
 In “A Wisconsin Woman’s Picture of President Lincoln,” by Cordelia A. P. Harvey, in 
 “The Wisconsin Magazine of History".137 
 
 Saunders' novel is an excellent meditation on mourning and the nature of grief. Furthermore, it 
is a novel that acknowledges the importance of Lincoln's place in U.S history, while placing him 
within a larger context of national grief. Saunders' novel, like my encounter at the NYHS, shows 
the ways in which Lincoln still lives on in the popular imaginary. 
                                                 
 136 George Saunders, Lincoln in the Bardo: A Novel (New York: Random House, 2017), 41.  
 
137 Ibid., 196-8.  
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 Although focused on drastically different Lincolns, and emphasizing grief in discrete 
ways, Lincoln in the Bardo, The America Play, and Topdog/Underdog share many similarities. 
They all highlight the myth of Lincoln, and how this myth influences their worlds. In fact, I 
argue that Lincoln in the Bardo is a prose version of both The America Play (constructing a 
vision of Lincoln, cobbled together from factual and unmarked fictional sources) and Topdog 
(linking, inextricably, Lincoln with grief and death). However, whereas Saunders focuses on the 
man within the myth, Parks is more interested, as I have argued, in how the Lincoln myth has 
controlled and influenced the lives of African-American men who have come into contact with it. 
Through the staged repetition of the moment in Ford’s theatre, and the effects it had on its 
performers lives, I have argued that the audience is able to see how economic oppression, racism, 
and state sanctioned violence that resulted from Lincoln's assassination, are forced back into the 
story. In The America Play, The Lesser Known is oppressed by the memory of his doppelganger, 
and forced into a Lesser life in order to reproduce the Greater Man's career. In Topdog/Underdog, 
the Lincoln myth is domesticated to reflect its aftermath, shown through two brothers, who live 
in a tenement, and were abandoned by their parents as teenagers.  
 These revisions of the Lincoln myth are also made possible by reengagements with older 
American performance forms, critiquing them, while using them to demonstrate racism.  From 
the use of whiteface in Topdog—using minstrelsy technology to comment on the erasure of the 
black experience—to full restaging's of Our American Cousin, which force us to consider The 
Lesser Known’s performance in a larger theatrical context, Parks uses this language to make her 
historical points. And ultimately, through this alchemy of performative historiography 
techniques, she rewrites history. The Great Man may continue, but so do The Lesser Known and 
Link. 
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Conclusion: Slave Play and the Future of the History Play 
 
 Slave Play opens with an African-American woman, dressed as a slave, ineptly sweeping 
the stage. As she slowly moves around the room, Rihanna’s 2016 hit “Work” begins to play.  
Initially the woman, named Kaneisha, ignores the song, but soon she begins to dance and then 
twerk as the song becomes louder and louder.  As she drops to the Astroturf green floor, she is 
observed, and then is interrupted by, a white man in nineteenth-century dress.  When she notices 
him noticing her, “Work” cuts off mid-sentence, and they rocket into a performance that fits their 
surroundings. This fluid movement between the past and the present—perhaps the present in the 
past—is a persistent element in Slave Play. And provides an appropriate conclusion to my 
dissertation.  
 Slave Play, second-year Yale MFA student Jeremy O. Harris’ debut, took the Off-
Broadway world by storm in the 2018-2019 season. Rapidly selling out, and the subject of much 
controversy, the play was published by the New York Theatre Workshop before the run was 
over. Slave Play, as the promotional materials say, “rips apart history to shed new light on the 
nexus of race, gender and sexuality in 21st-century America.” Taking place over 24 hours at a 
retreat for an experimental form of treatment called Antebellum Sexual Performance Therapy, 
the practice is designed to “help black partners re-engage intimately with white partners from 
whom they no longer receive sexual pleasure,"1 by allowing the participants to play out fantasies 
rooted in slavery (thus the name of the play). Harris’ play follows three mixed-race couples—
two heterosexuals, one gay— as they explore these fantasies and power dynamics in the first act, 
process them in the second, then understand them in the third.  The therapy seems to have the 
                                                 
1 Harris, Slave Play, 66.  
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opposite effect; rather than bring any of the couples together, it tears them all apart, as the 
wounds of racism, colorism, and sexual violence are realized on the stage.  
 Harris’ play, which is by turns, hilarious, tragic, and deeply troubling, offers a wonderful 
conclusion to this dissertation, because Slave Play uses all three techniques of performative 
historiography. Sedimented time is the most prevalent, as “Work” plays several times throughout 
the play, particularly because it is an indication of Kaneisha's anhedonia (or emotional numbing). 
The symptoms include panic attacks, social anxiety, and OCD with acute musical obsession 
disorder.2 Not only does playing “Work” mix time periods, but it also quite literally frames how 
the audience sees the show. A lyric from “Work,” written in Bajan Creole, is emblazoned in red 
neon above the mirror that dominates the stage: "Nuh body touch me you nuh righteous." Thus, a 
Caribbean linguistic tradition, one that emerged from its own history of violence, frames 
everything the audience sees in this play.3   
  Historical synecdoche imbues the props as well, particularly Massa Jim’s whip. 
Although he inexpertly cracks it, the prop manifests the violence that Jim and his ilk have acted 
upon African-Americans, and particularly African-American women since the slave trade.  
Finally, there is a particularly troubling form of Rep & Rev, where Kaneisha's first act fantasy of 
denigration is performed in the third as simulated violent rape.4  Indeed, “Exorcise” (the third 
act) becomes a photographic negative of the first act. The sense of distanced, quoted 
performance is gone. Where Jim’s inability to handle the whip was a moment of comedy in the 
first act, it turns deadly serious in the third as he strikes the floor and silences Kaneisha with it. 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 90.  
 
3 In a way, the entirety of the first act of Slave Play is an example of sedimented time, as the characters are all aware 
they are performing in a certain way. The accents are broad, and every gesture seems quoted from something else. 
  
4 Ibid., 130-2.  
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This produces a twisted sense of Repetition and Revision. Jim is frighteningly comfortable with 
denigrating language and easily deploys the thick Southern accent he was unable to produce in 
the first act. 
 Although Harris' play is outside the temporal boundaries of this dissertation, it is 
significant that he uses all the techniques of performative historiography.  It shows that the 
conversations examined here continue, and that there will be many more plays like this. Harris's 
use of these techniques   also points to a network of influences. Although these plays take on 
different aspects of or different approaches to race and history, they use the same critical and 
theatrical vocabulary. We don’t have the sense that we are watching the same play over and over 
again, but the repeated use of these techniques means that there is, at least in part, an agreed-
upon convention.  
  Not only does Slave Play serve as a way to see several of the techniques of performative 
historiography simultaneously working together, but it allows me to pick up a buried thread of 
this dissertation. The plays that deploy performative historiography are distinguished in several 
ways, both through the use of these techniques and an interest in metatheatricality in general, as 
well as the foregrounding of a longer American performance tradition. But in staging the 
conjunction of race and history in recent American plays there is always the question of what 
role is scripted for whiteness, white actors, and white audiences.  In some of the plays examined 
here, such as An Octoroon or We are Proud to Present, this is a more pressing concern, and 
contributes to the playwrights’ argument. The question of the place and prominence of whiteness 
also informs The Lincoln Cycle—as both Link and The Lesser Known’s career options are 
circumscribed by their race and the expectations of their white audiences. In Caroline, or 
Change, it is unsurprising that Noah centers himself in the story (he is, after all, a teenage boy). 
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What is surprising is that he imagines himself as a savior for Caroline, and the Thibodeaux 
family in general.5 While Zoot Suit is blatantly critical about the damage the white community 
inflicted on Los Angeles’ Chicano community Valdez is much quieter about the way the 
centering of white experience—and the desire for Zoot Suit  to be an “American” play—
influenced the development of the show. Much of the advocacy to raise awareness about the 
Sleepy Lagoon case, and to fundraise, was conducted by Chicanas, particularly Josefina Fierro 
and Luisa Moreno, two outspoken and influential members of the Sleepy Lagoon Defense 
Committee.6 Rather than staging the multiethnic coalition that the Defense Committee formed to 
combat this injustice, Valdez created two white saviors who conduct the campaign —George 
Shearer, the batos lawyer, and Alice Bloomfield, the Jewish Communist reporter who falls in 
love with Henry, the leader of the 38th Street Gang.  This choice, which portrays the Chicano 
community as needing help, as well as further changes imply that “the Chicana/o community is 
unwilling or unable to be an agent in history, to act on and in its own behalf.”7 
 Whiteness, and particularly white solipsism, is an interlocutor in all of these plays, 
whether it is used as a source of frustrated comedy (as in An Octoroon) or tragedy (in the Lincoln 
Cycle). No matter what the angle, it is clear that white solipsism in these plays is a stumbling 
block. It is a hurdle to clear so that these playwrights may continue their business of rewriting 
                                                 
5 Kushner and Tesori, Caroline, 63.  
 
6 Broyles-González. El Teatro Campesino, 202.  
 
7 Ibid., 203. While it is true that Valdez cut those characters, probably to save money on actors (while including a 
cast of show girls), it is also true that the Chicano characters are curiously unwilling to take part in their own 
defense. When faced with the public interest, Henry balks and wants to pull out of the appeal: “I never asked for 
their support. Just count me out” (Valdez, Zoot Suit, 70). This discomfort even extends to fundraising so that their 
families can eat, as Smiley Torres expresses: “ I have discovered from my wife that you are conducting door-to-door 
fundraising campaigns in Los Angeles. She doesn’t want to tell you, but she feels bad about doing such a thing. It’s 
not our custom to go around the neighborhoods asking for money" (Ibid.,67). 
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history.  However, Slave Play—in addition to coalescing all of the techniques of performative 
historiography—foregrounds the problem of whiteness. Harris’ play demonstrates that it is not 
enough to present these new narratives despite the presence of whiteness, but does so because of 
it. If Jacobs- Jenkins was forced to play the white characters himself, because his actors were 
afraid to confront difficult material, Harris doesn’t allow them to shy away.  Rather, the 
revelations that the black characters arrive at are the direct result of the white characters' 
behavior. When Jim sexually assaults Kaneisha on stage, Harris tells us, it is because she wanted 
him to understand that although he is not American, he still he has the virus of colonialism. He is 
the same demon that inhabited the Southern plantations. Slave Play stages this revelation, and 
ends with Jim, naked and cowering in the corner of the bed, while Kaneisha stands proudly away 
from him.  
 Not only does Slave Play foreground the role, responsibility, and behavior of white 
characters in the narratives, but Harris also turns the play’s eyes to the audience as well. If An 
Octoroon turns the audience into members of a lynch mob, Slave Play makes them a part of the 
scene. The NYTW’s stage in Slave Play was outlined by a wall of mirrors, and they were angled 
in the third act to reflect the audience back at itself. The demons of Kaneisha’s recollection are 
given corporeal form in the predominately white audience of the Off-Broadway theatre, as they 
watch history unfold before them. More than being made complicit in Jim's (or Dustin’s, or 
Alana’s) crimes, Slave Play asks the audience to participate in the re-engagement and re-
examination of the past, the historiography portion of performative historiography.  
 Slave Play is blatant in its metatheatricality. As these characters process the wounds—
sexual, physical, emotional—that the history of racist thought and behavior has inflicted on 
them, the audience is asked to do the same. Harris requires of them—through the use of mirrors 
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and the techniques of performative historiography—to confront their own biases and 
responsibilities. Indeed, seeing all of these techniques at once is an almost overwhelming 
experience. Slave Play does not try to represent the past, but critiques it from the present. 
Harris—along with Drury, Parks, Jacobs-Jenkins, Kushner, and Valdez—shows how the past can 
be used: as a weapon, as a space for critique, and as a way to think seriously about what an 
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